*INDIA*

† Vijaya Raje Scindia (1919-2001) Maharani of Gwalior (from 1941) Sagar, Sagar District, Madhya
Pradesh, India †
LITERATURE COMPOSED BY AUTHORS WHOSE BIRTH YEAR MAY BE CONFIDENTLY PLACED IN A DEFINITE TIME
FRAME (1900-1925)
1900

(Page 8)—71.96 Excerpt from Ruttie Jinnah: The Story Of A Great Friendship: “Letters To Kanji
Dwarkadas”\fn{by Ruttie Jinnah (1900-1929)} Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (F) 2
(10)—87.11 Excerpt from Raghu Arakshita\fn{by Kuntala Kumari Sabat (1900-1938)} Jagdalpur, Bastar District,
Chhattisgarh State, India (F) 4
(14)—62.6 The Moon Gifts A Son\fn{by Srinivasa Siromani aka Karanam Srinivasulu (1900-1967)} Andhra Pradesh, India
(M) 6
(20)—250.64 Music Or Brahma-Nâda\fn{by Miss Raihana Tyabji (1900-1975)} Baroda, Baroda District, Gujarat
State, India (F) 3
(22)—278.48 Excerpt from The Scope Of Happiness: A Personal Memoir\fn{by Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit (1900-1990)}
Allahabad, Allahabad District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 18½
1901

(41)—62.12 Polayya\fn{by Karuna Kumara aka Kandukuri Anantham (1901-1956)} Godavary District, Andhra Pradesh,
India (M) 9
(49)—240.212 1. The Vagrant 2. The End 3. Cyclone 4. Orchestra 5. Lines from the first of six sonnets bearing
the general title My Passing Love 6. Name 7. Fragment of Saswati 8. Lines from The Question 9. Lines from
The Prayer 10. Lines from The Hell 11. Camel-Bird 12. Fragment of Night 13. Death’s Boat 14. Annihilation
15. Hard Times 16. Independence Day 17. Commencement 18. The last lines from Awakening 19. Jason 20.
Two lines from an otherwise unnamed Sonnet 21. 1945 22. Fragment of the fourth section of Jajati 23. The
Wreck 24. Introduction\fn{by Sudhindranath Dutta (1901-1960)} Varanasi, Varanasi District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M)
13
(62)—78.197 The Obstacle\fn{by Sailajanand Mookerjee (1901-1976)} Andal, Burdwan District, West Bengal State,
India (M) 4
1902

1

(66)—69.1 The Beggar-Woman And Her Bequest\fn{by Rambrisha Benipuri (1902-1968)} Benipur, Muzaffarpur
District, Bihar State, India (M) 7
(73)—70.104 Koran The Fisherman\fn{by P. Kesava Dev (1902-1983)} Kedamangalam, Ernakulam District, Kerala
State, India (M) 6
(79)—236.53 Excerpt from The Whispering Earth: A Novel\fn{by Karanta Sivarama Karanth (1902-1997)} Saligrama,
Udupi District, Karnataka State, India (M) 17
1903

(95)—265.39 1. The Lady Of The Night 2. This, Our Life!: Two Poems\fn{by Nilima Devi (1903- )} Calcutta,
Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (F) 1
(96)—78.201 Saadat\fn{by Yashpal (1903-1976)} Firozpur, Firozpur District, Punjab State, India (M) 3
(100)—234.138 Excerpt from Chitralekha: A Novel\fn{by Bhagwati Charan Verma (1903-1981)} Safipur, Unnao
District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 12
(113)—84.149, 71.115 & 250.39 1. Excerpt from Inner Recesses, Outer Spaces: “Kamala” 2. Excerpt from
Japan: “Blossoms, Light, And Music” 3. The Status Of Women In India\fn{by Shrimati Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay
(1903-1988)} Mangalore, Dakshina Kannada District, Karnataka State, India (F) 11
(123)—71.119 Excerpt from Zohra\fn{by Zeenuth Futehally (1903-1992)} Hyderabad, Mahrashtra State, India (F) 10
1904

(133)—33.61 A Woman’s Fast\fn{by Subhadra Kumari Chauhan (1904-1948)} Allahabad, Allahabad District, Uttar
Pradesh India (F) 2
(135)—70.53 The Africa Boat\fn{by Laxmanrao Sardessai (1904-1986)} Savoi-Verem, North Goa District, Goa State,
India (M) 4
(138)—78.204 Side By Side\fn{by Premendrea Mitra (1904-1988)} Benaras, Benaras District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M)
5
(144)—68.5 The Devil Has The Moon\fn{by Christine Goutiere Weston (1904-1989)} Unnao, Unnao District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (F) 3
(147)—236.179 Excerpt from The House Of Kanooru\fn{by Kuppalli Venkata Puttappa aka Kuvempu (1904-1994)}
Hierkodige, Chikmagalur District, Karnataka State, India (M) 9
(157)—78.209 Woman\fn{by Annanda Sankar Ray (1904-2002)} Dhenkanal, Dhenkanal District, Orissa State, India
(M) 3
1905

(160)—87.15 Excerpt from Basanti\fn{by Pratibha Devi (c.1905?- )} Orissa State, India (F) 2
(163)—33.93 That One\fn{by Rasheed Jahan (1905-1952)} Aligarh, Aligarh District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 1
(165)—78.212 & India 15 1. Deep 2. Excerpt from Agnikanya\fn{by Prabodhakumara Sanyala (1905-1983)} “at his
maternal uncle’s house,” Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (M) 29
(195)—231.213 Excerpt from The Resignation\fn{by Jainendra Kumar (1905-1988)} Kodiyaganj, Aligarh District,
Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 12
(207)—10.3 Apa\fn{by Mumtaz Mufti (1905-1995)} Batala, Gurdaspur District, Punjab State, India (M) 6
(213)—33.63, 78.472 & 231.281 A. Excerpt from The Dream That Has Faded B. Parallel Lines C. Excerpt
from Kharemaster\fn{by Malati Vishram Bedekar aka Vibharavi Shirurkar, Malatibai Bedekar (1905-2001)} Maharashtra State,
India (F) 22
(235)—231.357 Excerpt from The Viceroy’s Wife: Letters Of Alice, Countess Of Reading, From India, 192125\fn{by Iris Mary Butler (1905-2002)} Simla, Simla District, Himachal Pradesh, India (F) 10
1906

(246)—33.68 Excerpts from Our Home\fn{by Homvati Devi (1906-1951)} Meerut, Meerut District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (F) 3
(249)—66.104 & 69.8 1. The Mass Leader 2. The Flood: Two Short Stories\fn{by Satinath Bhaduri aka Chitra Gupta
(1906-1965)} Purnia, Purnia District, Bihar State, India (M) 21
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(271)—84.139 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of Freedom\fn{by Begum Anis Kidwai (1906-1980)} Barabanki,
Barabanki District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 6
(277)—22.134 The Faltering Pendulum\fn{by Bhabani Bhattacharya (1906-1988)} Bhagalpur, Bhagalpur District,
Bihar State, India (M) 3
(279)—78.220 A Horse And Two Goats\fn{by Raispuram Krishnaswami Narayan (1906-2001)} Madras, Tamil Nadu
State, India (M) 7
1907

(288)—68.130 A Mouthful Of Water, A Mouthful Of Blood\fn{by N. G. Gore (1907-1993)} Hindale Village,
Ratnagiri District, Maharashtra State, India (M) 5
(294)—33.74 Gnanamba\fn{by Darisi Annapurnamma (1907-1931)} Bellary, Bellary District, Andhra Pradesh, India
(F) 3
(297)—71.129 Two excerpts from With No Regrets: An Autobiography\fn{by Krishna Nehru Hutheesing (1907-1967)}
Mirganj, Gopalganj District, Bihar State, India (F) 4
(301)—70.44 A Loss Of Identity\fn{by Mowni aka S. Mani Iyer (1907-1985)} Semmangudi Village, Nagapattinam
District, Tamil Nadu State, India (M) 3
(304)—33.77 Lachhma\fn{by Mahadevi Varma (1907-1987)} Farukhabad, Farukhabad District, Uttar Pradesh, India
(F) 4
(308)—33.71 Excerpt from Under the Grass Of The Green Lawn: “The Chains Of Slavery”\fn{by Geeta Sane
(1907-1991)} Amravati, Amravati District, Marharashtra State, India (F) 3
1908

(311)—72.49 Excerpt from The Brocaded Sari\fn{by Ishvani aka Ishvani Hamilton (1908- )} “in the rambling home of
her doctor father on Malabar Hill,” Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (F) 7
(317)—78.227 The Leper’s Wife\fn{by Manik Bandyopadhyay (1908-1956)} Dumka, Dumka District, Jharkhand State,
India (M) 6
(324)—72.1 An Unfinished Autobiography\fn{by Sucheta Kripalani (1908-1974)} Ambala, Ambala District, Haryana
State, India (F) 14
(339)—287.44 & 32.76 & 35.1 1. To End All Wars 2. Walls 3. Magic Strings:Three Short Stories\fn{by Vaikom
Muhammad Basheer (1908-1994)} Thalayolaparambu, Kottayam District, Kerala State, India (M) 18
(357)—10.1 And He Had An Accident\fn{by Hijab Imtiaz Ali (1908-1999)} Hyderabad, Hyderabad District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (F) 2
(359)—33.81 Duty\fn{by Kamla Chaudhry (1908-c.2005)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 2
(361)—78.507 Javni\fn{by Raja Rao (1908-2006)} Hassan, Hassan District, Karnataka State, India (M) 6
(367)—84.9 Silak’s Daughter\fn{by Lila Majumdar (1908-2007)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India
(F) 3
1909

(371)—62.21 & 62.48 1. Taatayya (Grandfather) 2. Immoral Person: Two Short Stories\fn{by Kodavatiganti
Kutumba Rao (1909-1980)} Tenali, Guntur District, Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 8
(379)—69.16 Fossil\fn{by Subodh Ghosh (1909-1980)} Hazaribagh, Hazaribagh District, Jharkhand State, India (M) 6
(385)—117.203 Fancy Haircutting Saloon\fn{by Ghulam Abbas (1909-1982)} Amritsar, Amritsar District, Punjab
State, India (M) 5
(390)—22.37 & 231.345 1. Revenge Herself 2. In The Moonlight 3. Wooden Cradles 4. Fulfillment 5. Dhirendu
Majumdar’s Mother: Five Short Stories\fn{by Lalithambika Antharjanam (1909-1987)} Kottavattom, Kottarakara
District, Kerala State, India (F) 15
(405)—33.83 & 69.63 1. On With The Show 2. The Point Beyond The Limit: Two Short Stories\fn{by Ashapurna
Devi (1909-1995)} Potoldanga, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (F) 9
(415)—72.15 & 84.151 1. Excerpt from Travel Talk: “Approach To Personalities” 2. Excerpt from Fragments
From The Past: Selected Writings And Speeches: “The Ganges In Mourning”\fn{by Aruna Asaf Ali (1909-1996)}
Kalka, Panchkula District, Haryana State, India (F) 5
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(419)—34.158 The Duel\fn{by Gulabdas Broker (1909-2006)} Porpunder, Porpunder District, Gujarat State, India (M)
3
1910

(422)—69.22 Living By The Dead\fn{by Syed Mohammad Mohsin (1910- )} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India
(M) 5
(426)—33.88 Neela’s Family\fn{by Shyamala Devi (1910-1943)} Karnataka State?, India (F) 2
(429)—62.23 Just Interest\fn{by Gopichand aka Tripuraneni Gopichand (1910-1961)} Angalooru, Krishna District,
Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 4
(433)—69.33 From Behind The Door\fn{by Akhtar Orainwi (1910-1977)} Gaya, Gaya District, Bihar State, India (M)
4
(437)—78.465 Flint\fn{by Purushottab Bhaskar Bhave (1910-1980)} Dhulia, Dhule District, Marashtra State, India (M) 5
(442)—78.260 The Nuptial Bed\fn{by Upendra Nath Ashk (1910-1996)} Jalandhar, Jalandhar District, Punjab State,
India (M) 4
(448)—70.110 The Studbull\fn{by Ponkunnam Varkey (1910-2004)} Edathua Village, Alappuzha District, Kerala
State, India (M) 3
1911

(451)—68.139 Hunger\fn{by Sohail Azimabadi (1911-1979)} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India (M) 6
(456)—78.271 Jailer Amin Chand\fn{by Ajneya aka Sachchidananda Hirananda Vatsyayan (1911-1987)} Kusingar,
Gorakhpur District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 4
1912

(460)—265.40 Two Choruses From The Well Of The People\fn{by Bharati Sarabhai (1912- )} Ahmedabad,
Ahmedabad District, Gujarat State, India (F) 2
(462)—78.302 Exchange Of Lunatics\fn{by Saadat Hassan Manto (1912-1955)} Samrala, Ludhiana District, Punjab
State, India (M) 3
(465)—69.37 Ramleela\fn{by Radhakrishan (1912-1979)} Gumla, Ranchi District, Bihar State, India (M) 1
(467)—34.165 The Jagirdar And His Dog\fn{by Pannalal Patel (1912-1989)} Mandli, Durgapur District, Rajasthan
State, India (M) 4
(471)—274.49 Excerpt from The Doomed Damsel\fn{by Bimal Mitra (1912-1991)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West
Bengal State, India (M) 7
(479)—72.17 Excerpt from In Transit\fn{by Venu Chitale aka Weenoo aka Leelabi Ganesh Khare (1912-1993)} Shirole, nr.
Kolhapur, Kolhapur District, Mahrashtra State, India (F) 7
(487)—78.294 Father And Son\fn{by Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai (1912-1999)} Thakazhi Village, Alappuzha District,
Kerala State, India (M) 10
(496)—34.132 Beyond The Flesh\fn{by Vishnu Prabhakar (1912-2009)} Mirpur, Muzaffarnagar District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 10
1913

(505)—70.14 Kali Raat\fn{by Aziz Ahmad (1913-1978)} Bara Banki, Bara Banki District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 8
(513)—70.113 Nishagandhi\fn{by S. K. Pottekkatt (1913-1982)} Kozhikode, Kozhikode District, Kerala State, India
(M) 3
(515)—33.90 Broken Heart\fn{by Saraswati Bai Rajwade (1913-1994)} Balanjala Village, nr. Udupi, Udupi District,
Karnataka State, India (F) 3
(518)—84.22 Call Of The Land\fn{by Hebbaluru Velpanuru Savitramma (1913-1996)} Karnataka State, India (F) 7
(524)—22.73 The First Party\fn{by Attia Hosain (1913-1998)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F)
2
(526)—265.42 1. The Flutter At Twilight 2. Sanctuary: Two Poems\fn{by Minnie D. Sethna (1913-2006)} Bombay,
Maharashtra State, India (F) 1
(527)—22.137 Bachcha Lieutenant\fn{by Manohar Malgonkar (1913-2010)} Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (M) 4

4

1914

(531)—78.287 Tai Eesree\fn{by Krishen Chander (1914-1977)} Poonch, Poonch District, Jammu & Kashmir State,
India (M) 7
(538)—66.25 Mitilal, Padre\fn{by Kamal Kumar Majumdar (1914-1979)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal
State, India (M) 12
(549)—78.282 The Death Of Shaikh Burhanuddin\fn{by Khwaja Ahmed Abbas (1914-1987)} Panipat, Panipat
District, Haryana State, India (M) 5
(554)—69.70 Ants\fn{by Gopinath Mohanty (1914-1991)} Nagabali, Rayagada Disterict, Orissa State, India (M) 7
(561)—85.1 A Limb Cut Off\fn{by Lakshmi Sahgal (1914-2012)} Madras, Madras District, Tamil Nadu State, India
(F) 3
1915

(564)—34.172 & 78.482 1. It’s A Horse 2. The Penance: Two Short Stories\fn{by Digambar Balkrishna Mokashi
(1915- )} Uran, Raigad District, Maharashtra State, India (M) 6
(571)—70.93 Odayuthathai Odayuthathai\fn{by Uroob aka Paruthulli Chalapram Kuttikrishnan (1915-1979)} Ponnani,
Vellore District, Kerala State, India (M) 11
(583)—78.314 On The Boat\fn{by Palagummi Padmaraju (1915-1983)} Tirupatipuram, West Godavari District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (M) 5
(588)—87.10 Excerpt from her autobiography: “The Pilgrimage”\fn{by Pitambari Devi (1915-1989)} Orissa State,
India (F) 1
(589)—10.14 & 78.444 1. Only A Trifling Matter 2. Little Mother: Two Short Stories\fn{by Ismat Chughtai (19151991)} Badayun, Badayun District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 10
(599)—62.27 Must Visit Eluru\fn{by Chaaso aka Chaganti Somayajulu (1915-1994)} Srikakulam, Srikakulam District,
Andhra Pradesh State, India (M) 3
1916

(602)—69.44 The Venomous Teeth\fn{by Nalin Vilochan Sharma (1916-1961)} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India
(M) 3
(504)—62.30 Won’t You Write A Story About Me?\fn{by Buchchibabu aka Bivaraju Venkata Subiba Rao (1916-1967)}
Eluru, West Godavarii District, Andhra Pradesh State, India (M) 7
(611)—234.253 Excerpt from Hunger: A Novel\fn{by Amrital Nagar (1916-1990)} Agra, Agra District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (M) 11
(622)—78.319 A Hundred Mile Race\fn{by Balwant Gargi (1916-2003)} Neeta Khandan, Bathinda District, Punjab
State, India (M) 3
(625)—69.77 Flowers Are Not For Burning\fn{by Sachi Rautroy (1916-2004)} Gurujang, Khordha District, Orissa
State, India (M) 4
(629)—234.205 Excerpt from Folklore of Rajasthan\fn{by Lakshmi Kumari Chundawat (1916-2014)} Deogarh, Mewar
Native State (now Rajasamand District) Rajasthan State, India (F) 9
1917

(639)—33.97 Lowborn\fn{by Razia Saijad Zaheer (1917-1979)} Ajmer, Ajmer District, Rajasthan State, India (F) 4
(643)—231.160 Excerpt from Freedom’s Daughter: Letters Between Indira Gandhi And Jawaharlal Nehru, 19221939: “Letters Written In 1939”\fn{by Indira Gandhi (1917-1984)} Allahabad, Allahabad District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (F) 14
(657)—33.94 Excerpt from Phaniyamma\fn{by Mandagadde Krishnarao Indra (1917-1994)} Tirthalli, Shimoga District,
Karnataka State, India (F) 3
(659)—35.69 Alefa\fn{by Shaukat Osman (1917-1998)} Sabalsinghapur, Hughli District, West Bengal State, India (M)
5
(664)—78.496 The Leaking Ship\fn{by Vasundhara Patwardhan (1917-2010)} Pune?, Maharashtra State, India (F) 6
1918

5

(671)—33.101 The Need For Sympathy\fn{by Illindala Saraswati Devi (1918-after 1981)} “eastern coastal region of
Andhra Pradesh”, Jataprole Samstanam, Paalamuru District (now Mahbubnagar District), Telegana State, India
(F) 3
(674)—267.59 Excerpt from The Voice Of The Heart: An Autobiography\fn{by Mrinalini Sarabhai (1918-after
2004)} Madras, Tamil Nadu State, India (F) 13
1919

(688)—33.104 & 68.18 1. Marriages Are Made In Heaven 2. The Soil That Grows Diamonds: Two Short
Stories\fn{by K. Saraswathi Amma (1919-1975)} nr. Trivandrum, Trivandrum District, Kerala State, India (F) 6
(692)—78.492 Age\fn{by Gajanan Digambar Madgulkar (1919-1977)} Madgule, Sangli District, Maharashtra State India
(M) 4
(696)—34.169 & 78.478 1. Vithoba 2. Second Time: Two Short Stories\fn{by Arvind Vishnu Gokhale (1919-1992)}
Maharashtra State, India (M) 7
(703)—31.19 The Murderer\fn{by Shivkumar Rai (1919-1995)} Rinak, East District, Sikkim State, India (M) 4
(707)—69.47 Compassion\fn{by Syed Abdul Malik (1919-2000)} Naharani Village, Golaghat District, Assam State,
India (M) 3
(710)—267.42 Excerpt from Princess: The Autobiography Of The Dowager Maharani Of Gwalior\fn{by
Vijayaraje Scindia (1919-2001)} Sagar, Sagar District, Madhya Pradesh, India (F) 18
(729)—67.60 The Final Rejection\fn{by Abu Rushd (1919-2010)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State,
India (M) 3
1920

(732)—69.29 The Abode Of Law\fn{by Sheen Muzaffarpuri (1920-1971)} Bath Asli Village, Sitamadhi District, Bihar
State, India (M) 4
(736)—35.74 Deliverance\fn{by Nelluri Kesavaswamy (1920-1984)} Hyderabad, Hyderabad District, Ahndhra Pradesh,
India (M) 6
(741)—266.68 Excerpt from God’s Plan Works: An Autobiography\fn{by Savitri Bajaj (1920-after 1991)} Calcutta, Calcutta
District, India (F) 10
1921

(752)—69.38 & 78.366 1. Shock Therapy 2. Among Good Men: Two Short Stories\fn{by Renu aka Phanishwar Nath
(1921-1977)} Aurahee Hingna, Purnea District, Bihar State, India (M) 6
(760)—68.41 The Cycle\fn{by Suresh Joshi (1921-1986)} Valod, Tapi District, Gujarat State, India (M) 1
(762)—78.333 Strange New World\fn{by Kulwant Singh Virk (1921-1987)} Phullarwan, Sheihupura District, Punjab
State, India (M) 2
(764)—117.220 Big Bill\fn{by Satyajit Ray (1921-1992)} Calcuta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (M) 6
(771)—66.2 The Weapon\fn{by Jahanara Imam (1921-1994)} Murishidabad, Murshidabad District, West Bengal State,
India (F) 3
(774)—231.38 The Bull And The She-Devil\fn{by Zaib-un-Nissa Hamidullah (1921-2000)} Calcutta, Calcutta District,
West Bengal State, India (F) 4
(778)—65.116 Excerpt from Balika Badhu: The Adolescent Bride, A Fairy Tale Of Youthful Love\fn{by Bimal
Kar (1921-2003)} Taki, North 24 Parganas District, West Bengal State, India (M) 10
(788)—68.112 Filth\fn{by Amrit Rai (1921-2012)} Kanpur, Kanpur District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 4\fn{ W says in an
article on Premchand last modified on June 15, 2014, that Premchand “ultimately left Bombay on 4 April 1935” … and that “after leaving
Bombay, Premchand wanted to settle in Allahabad, where his sons Sripat Rai and Amrit Rai were studying” but that he was forced for
financial reasons and ill-health to “move to Benares” where “he died on 8 October 1936, after several days of sickness.” If this is true, it is
impossible to accept the year of Amrit Rai’s birth as being 1937, which is reported in the obituaries. My source for Amrit Rai’s short story
—{Sahni, Bisham (comp.) Anthology Of Hindi Short Stories. New Delhi, Sahitya Akademi, 1993. (DCCCLXXXIII) [ASIA PK2141 .E8
H49113x 1993]}—says unequivocally that he was born in Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, in 1921. Bisham Sahini (1913-2003) was himself a
famous author, having been awarded both the Padma Bhushan (1998) and the Sahitya Akademi Fellowship (2002), and the compiler of nine
collections of short stories; so I am inclined to accept his evidence in this matter, and at least the date of his death as genuine:H }
1922
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(792)—276.165 Excerpt from Nothing But The Truth: A Novel\fn{by Rampada Chaudhuri (1922- )} Kharagpur,
Paaschim Medinipur District, West Bengal State, India (M) 9
(800)—62.37 The Man Who Saw God\fn{by D. B. G. Tilak aka Devarakonda Bala Gangadhara Tilak (1922-1966)} Tanuku,
West Godavari District, Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 8
(808)—68.38 The Life Inside\fn{by Chunilal Madia (1922-1968)} Dhoraji, Rajkot District, Gujarat State, India (M) 3
(811)—31.41 It Depends Upon Your Point Of View\fn{by Tarini Prasad Koirala (1922-1974)} Uttar Pradesh?, India
(M) 3 \fn{He was born in India, so Internet (Tarini Prasad Koirala (1922-1974) - UC Press E-Books Collection ...)}
(814)—33.107 Moonlight Locked In The Woods\fn{by Achanta Sarada Devi (1922-1992)} Vijayawada, Krishna
District, Andhra Pradesh, India (F) 3
(818)—62.45 Rain\fn{by Raavi Sastry aka Rachakonda Viswanatha Sastry (1922-1993)} Sirkakulam, Srikakulam District,
Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 3
(821)—215.26 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of Kirinyaga\fn{by Sophia Mustafa (1922-2005)} Kashmir, Jammu &
Kashmir State, India (F) 12
(834)—86.131 Tune\fn{by Maharaj Kumari Binodini Devi (1922-2011)} Imphal, Manipur State, India (F) 4
1923

(838)—78.339 Four Annas\fn{by Kulbhushan (1923- )} Punjab State, India (M) 3
(841)—33.114 Excerpt from I’m Telling You, Listen\fn{by Hansa Wadkar aka Ratan Salgaonkar (1923-1972)} Bombay,
Maharashtra State, India (F) 4
(845)—33.110 Dadi\fn{by Shivani aka Gaura Pant (1923-2003)} Rajkot, Rajkot Distract, Gujarat State, India (F) 4
(849)—10.47 A Dog’s Life\fn{by Shaukat Siddiqi (1923-2006)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M)
5
(854)—34.174 & 78.454 1. The Wan Moon 2. The Rough And The Smooth: Two Short Stories\fn{by Shiri
Gangadhar Gopal Gadgil (1923-2008)} Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (M) 10
(865)—117.226 Who Cares?\fn{by Santha Rama Rau (1923-2009)} Madras, Madras District, Tamil Nadu State, India
(M) 11
(876)—273.184 Excerpt from A Minus B\fn{by Kovilan aka Kandanisseri Vattomparambil Velappan Ayyappan (1923-2010)}
Guruvayur, Thrissur District, Kerala State, India (M) 13
(889)—(94)—87.17 Excerpt from The Untrodden Path\fn{by Basanta Kumari Patnaik (1923-2013)} Cuttack, Cuttack
District, Orissa State, India (F) 2
1924

(890)—78.372 Excerpt from As Strength Met Strength\fn{by Sudha Chauhan (1924-after 1991)} Jabalpur, Jabalpur
District, Madhya Pradesh, India (F) 4
(895)—78.364 The Mahabharata Retold\fn{by Satindra Singh (1924- )} Punjab State, India (M) 2
(897)—66.49 The Cock Fight\fn{by Amin Kamil (1924- )} Kaprin, Ananthnag District, Jammu & Kashmir State,
India (M) 4
(901)—66.5 The Companions\fn{by Chhabi Basu (1924-1960)} Bhagalpur, Bhagalpur District, Bihar State, India (F)
3
(905)—0.52 The Awakening\fn{by Mumtaz Shirin (1924-1973)} Bangalore, Bangalore Urban District, Karnataka
State, India (F) 6
(911)—70.85 Fulfilment Is Not In Waiting\fn{by Parappurath aka K. E. Mathai (1924-1981)} Mavelikkara,
Alappuzha District, Kerala State, India (M) 8
(919)—70.116 The Gold Watch\fn{by Ponjikkara Raphy (1924-1992)} Kerala State, India (M) 2
(921)—68.94 A Grave Turned Inside-Out\fn{by Ibrahim Jalees (1924-1997)} Gulbarga, Gulbarga District, Karnataka
State, India (M) 6
(926)—231.47 Excerpt from Nectar In A Sieve\fn{by Kamala Markandaya (1924-2004)} Mysore, Mysore District,
Karnataka State, India. (F) 11
(937)—69.81 Godless\fn{by Kishori Charan Das (1924-2004)} Khatbin Sahi, Cuttack, Cuttack District, Orissa State,
India (M) 4
1925
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(941)—33.126 Dudala Salamma Of Quila\fn{by Dudala Salamma (c.1925- )} Quilashapur, Warangal District,
Andhra Pradesh, India (F) 4
(945)—70.59 Excerpt from Tivolem: “Senhor Eusebio Builds His Dream House”\fn{by Victor Rangel-Ribeiro (1925)} Goa State, India (M) 3
(949)—62.54 It Has Dawned\fn{by Sivaraju Subbulakshmi (1925- )} Rajahmundry, East Godavari District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (F) 5
(954)—33.118 The Stars Are Trembling\fn{by Siddiqa Begum Sevharvi (1925- )} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (F) 4
(958)—10.37 The City Of Sorrows\fn{by Intizar Hussain (1925- )} Dibai, Bulandshahr District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (M) 7
(964)—33.122 Lending A Helping Hand\fn{by Rajam Krishnan (1925- )} Musiri, Tiruchirappalli District, Tamil
Nadu State, India (F) 4
(969)—236.113 Excerpt from Folklore Of Madhya Pradesh\fn{by Shyam Parmar (1925- )} Madhya Pradesh, India
(M) 6
(975)—78.381 Suddenly Bright\fn{by Mohan Rakesh (1925-1972)} Amritsar, Amritsar District, Punjab State, India
(M) 5
(980)—11.1 The Path Of Righteousness\fn{by Zamiruddin Ahmad (1925-1990)} Fatehgarh, Farrukhabad District,
Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 16
(996)—34.180 The Pit\fn{by Jayawant Dalwi (1925-1994)} Sawantwadi, Sindhudurg City District, Maharashtra State,
India (M) 3
(998)—234.184 Excerpt from Opening Moves\fn{by Srilal Sukla (1925-2011)} Atranli Village, Aligarh District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 12
(1010)—78.376 Leech\fn{by Amarkant (1925-2014)} Ballia, Ballia District, Uttar Pradesh State, India (M) 5
1900
71.96 Excerpt from Ruttie Jinnah: The Story Of A Great Friendship: “Letters To Kanji Dwarkadas”\fn{by Ruttie
Jinnah (1900-1929)} Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (F) 2
*\fn{Note to the first letter: In December 1924, the Theosophical Convention was held in Bombay and among those who participated and
spoke at the Convention were Mrs. Besant, J. Krishnamurti and Jinarajadasa and this gave me an opportunity to help Ruttie. At my request
Mrs. James Cousins saw her and had a long talk with her. Ruttie wrote to me on 28 th December 1924:}
1
I was delighted to meet Mrs. Cousins and I feel that as I owe you the pleasure I should thank you for having
given me the opportunity. She is a charming woman and was very patient and helpful though of course what I am
after is a séance controlled by some experienced medium-professional—or otherwise; as I am most anxious to get
a personal experience of this matter in which I so passionately believe.
Mrs. Cousins very kindly took me with her to the Theosophical Meeting at which I listened to a most inspired
address by Mr. Jinarajadas. What a charming wife he has, by the way! Looking into her face (it is one of those
faces one looks into and not at) I understand for the first time what is meant by a “radiant face.” I must confess I
fell for her absolutely and I hope that you will try and arrange so that I may meet her some time when she happens
to be in Bombay.
Do come and see me soon so that we may resume our chat of the last occasion.
What is your opinion of Towards the Stars? I only wish it hadn’t been marred by the waggish self-assurance of
the author. But more of that when we meet. Until then let me thank you once again for having brought me into
contact with a very charming and rare type of womanhood.
I am afraid it is too late to get this posted now. So I should have dated in 8 th. However it hardly matters!
2
South Court,
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7th April 1925
Midnight
My dear Kanji,
Yes, I know of the dream travels of which you speak. But I do all my dreaming in my waking hours. I am not
being waggish. There is nothing I would welcome with greater rejoicing than an experience of the sort to which
you refer in your letter, but in my heavy drug-like sleep there is no redeeming feature and besides the five or at
most six hours rest it ensures a restive mind, and a correspondingly restless physical state it has no value. I don’t
dream excepting very rarely and then I wake up only to the consciousness of having dreamt, and no more.
My soul is too clogged! and though I aspire and crave, God knows how earnestly! how intensely, my
researches remain uncrowned—even by thorns! I am feeling peculiarly restless and wish one with psychic powers
could come to my assistance.
My proud soul humbles before the magnitude of this subject and in my estimation those of us with Second
Sight and other such psychic powers should rank with the world’s poets and songsters for their gift if more
intelligible is also more divine. The seers and the saints should stand among the world’s prophets. After all we are
at present too blind and unseeing to comprehend what the psychics would reveal to our half demented senses. But
what the mind often revolts at, and refuses to accept, the intrinsic self within us admits with certain ease which
makes the more thoughtful ponder; as though it had some ancient and original knowledge of its own.
There is much to clear away, and almost as much to mend, before I can dare to feel disappointment, because
certain signs and manifestations for which I long and contrive do not occur. But I am weak and spoilt by
indulgence, and to drive myself is a task to which I don’t impose a time limit for obvious reasons.
I have written much, but I feel confident that it is in the sympathetic hands and they will be understanding eyes
that read what I have said.
As I have already told you, you have but to let me know by phone or a written word when you are free to
come, and you will be more than welcome.
Yours sincerely,
Ruttie.
3
South Court,
12th April 1925
My dear Kanji,
Thanks for the books. I have been wading through them. But they are nothing as exhaustive as H. P. B.’s Secret
Doctrine.\fn{The Secret Doctrine, the Synthesis of Science, Religion and Philosophy, by Helena Petrovna Blavatsky (1831-1891),
originally published in 1888} The number of points that book has elucidated for me is remarkable. I have a very
confusing mind as one should have in serious matters of this sort and though I have often referred to standard
authors on the subject, they have not given a particle of the help H. P. B. has, and yet if I take up the Secret
Doctrine, it is more often than not that I have to put it down in utter bewilderment. It is so supremely elusive! And
though I have read quite a respectable lot on the subject, I have never come across anything quite so easy to
follow nor yet quite so hard to grasp. I wish I could get hold of somebody to guide me on such matters as puzzle
me, one whose know-ledge could save me when I stumble. By the way, do let me know whenever there are any
lectures etc. to be heard on the subject worth the hearing as also if there is any journal to keep one posted with the
latest development. Light—I of course know of—but has it an Indian counterpart?
I am slowly, but surely drawing J’s interest into the matter and by alternate bullying and coaxing I got him to
read that book The Spirit of Irene, of which I had spoken to you at the time of lending you Towards the
Stars.\fn{By H. Dennis Bradley (1878- ) first published in 1924 } I wished to give it to you but could not find it at the
time. It is really the most conclusive piece of evidence that has come my way ever since I first interested myself
in Spiritualism. However, J.\fn{A note reads: Ruttie used to call Jinnah “J”.} had to admit that it was remarkable and
irrefutable. There is no other feature to recommend it. Neither refinement of thought nor any marked literary
ability and though it does provide a solid bit of evidence it is not of a nature to appeal to one who already
believes. Besides the result of the whole experiment is such that it can hardly be expected to appeal to those of our
way of reasoning. The incident deals with the tracing of a murder and the ultimate bringing to justice of a
murderer. I think judgment would be better responded. There is a notorious crime known to criminal annals as the
Boscombs Murder and it revolves round a poor girl—a cook—who was decoyed from London to Boscomb and
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then done to death, the details of the crime are horrible, it having been a crime of lust. The police being baffled by
the cunning of the man, were at their wits end, or you may be sure they would not have consented to hold séance .
Anyway they got the needed clue and the evidence was of such a nature that the unfortunate man was hanged.
The book gives the names and designations of the respective witnesses and as the book has now gone through
two editions without calling forth any word to the contrary either from the police officials therein mentioned or
any others. I suppose that one may reasonably surmise that the author speaks with knowledge. J. was not at all
events able to find any flaw in the case.
It doesn’t look as if we were going to Kashmere after all, as J. is engaged in the Bawla case. So it is more than
likely that we shall remain in Bombay.
With K. regards.
P.S. I have written to Chatterjee, the artist, for whose address infinite thanks. I have asked him to do three
reproductions for me in varying sizes. I am awaiting the answer with impatience and hope that he accepts the
commission.
By the by, I am very excited and equally happy as at last I have two manifestations, one was a most
extraordinary luminance—a sort of perpetual flash suspended midway at the corner of Hughes Road and
Sandhurst Bridge.
87.11 Excerpt from Raghu Arakshita\fn{by Kuntala Kumari Sabat (1900-1938)} Jagdalpur, Bastar District, Chhattisgarh
State, India (F) 4
… The festival of Raja would begin tomorrow. Raghu’s uncle, Hrishikesh, had come from Cuttack to supervise
the farming. Though it was nearly ten o’clock in the morning, the steady drizzle that started at daybreak had not
yet ceased. The sky was overcast with patches of dark clouds.
Rasakala put down the pot containing watered cow dung after drawing a thick line of it on the wall. Looking at
Raghu she asked,
“Son, in whose hand does the ladle remain this year according to the almanac? Is it the tribal women?”
“Yes aunt, Vasu master has made astrological calculations and predicted that the turn of stars would go in our
favor this year. Our fields will yield good crops this time.”
“Everything depends on the grace of God. But son, don’t drench yourself in the rain, you may suffer from
fever. Go and wash your hands and feet. I will set your meals with your uncle.”
Rasakala washed herself, changed her sari, cleaned the dining space and dished out the meals for her husband
and her nephew. After that she went to sit on the verandah attached to the kitchen, carrying the betel case with her
and got busy preparing the betel.
Referring Raghu, Hrishikesh said to his wife, halfway through the meal,
“Why don’t you drive this boy away? Are you deliberately planting the seeds of a poisonous tree? Are you
aware what fruits it will bear?”
Rasakala could not think of an answer. She continued to fold the betel leaves into cones in silence. She became
a little worried. The memory of his late sister-in-law’s affection and pleasant behavior filled her mind with grief.
Looking at the sad face of Raghu, she quietly bore the sharp pain caused by her husband’s abuse.
But Hrishikesh did not approve of her silence. He continued,
“People do not pay heed to good advice. You will reap the result after some time. Now, since he is only a boy,
your fondness knows no bounds. When he will be able to take care of himself, both the uncle and the aunt will be
strangers to him. I have reared him till this age since infancy. Why didn’t his penniless widowed mother take this
shameless boy along with her when she died?”
The cruel harshness of his uncle’s words entered Raghu’s ears and pierced his heart. The vision of his dying
mother during her last hours flashed before his mind. Two big teardrops welled in the corners of his large, beeblack eyes. Unable to pick up a morsel of food, he continued to stare into his tray of rice, hanging his head.
Rasakala noticed the boy’s misery and admonished her husband.
“Why are you harping on the favors you’ve done him? You’ve only looked after the son of your brother and
sister-in-law. It’s not as if you’ve helped an outsider.”
Interrupting Rasakala, Hrishikesh retorted loudly:
“Don’t talk so much. Put your piety and pity aside. Had you been through the bone-breaking labor I have to do
to earn money, you would understand my troubles. Raising a child of this age in Cuttack amounts to maintaining
an elephant. Everything including his meals and clothes, the barber and the washer-man, has to be paid for. Who
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can bear such a burden?”
“Let the orphan remain as he is, living on rice and water. But send away the barber boy, Bhima. Let this boy do
Bhima’s work. He is already ten. He can do all kinds of work. Instead of only consuming his uncle’s and aunt’s
earnings, he should learn to earn his bread by the sweat of his brow.”
A choked sob threatened to burst Raghu’s heart. He went out and sat on the verandah under the eaves at the
back of the house, brooding over the memory of his dead mother. The lump-like sorrow stuck in his heart, melted
away and ran streaming down his eyes. He had no one to call his own, on this earth. He was all alone—an orphan.
\fn{The title of this novel translates into English: Raghu the Orphan; it was published in 1926.} His soul was rent with sorrow.
It was noon. The sky had cleared by this time, but water still dripped from the leaves and trees onto the ground.
In the narrow drain that ran below the eaves, sunlight danced in rippling fragments. One or two crows, sitting
amidst the dense foliage of the mango trees, flapped their shower-soaked wings free of water, breaking the silence
of the midday with occasional cawings. Water drops on the puruni leaves glittered in the sun like pearls.
The boy looked at all these, but his eyes were vacant. His mind wandered beyond the world into a remote land,
where his parents and loving sister Ratani dwelt. Alas! Where had the three of them gone, leaving him alone? He
was like a priceless gem to them. His sister Ratani never let him off her lap for even a moment. She had passed
away. His parents had passed away too; only Raghu was left behind. Perhaps he had a very strong life. Death had
spared him to bear the cruel abuse of his uncle.
Rapt in such memories, the boy drifted off to sleep, there on the verandah.
Rasakala looked for Raghu in the house. Failing to find him, she went to the backyard and discovered the boy
asleep on the verandah, under the eaves. The verandah was lit as if someone had scattered flowers of gold on it.
She gazed at Raghu for a moment, her heart full of affection. She did not know why she loved this little boy so
much despite her husband’s abuse. She was fascinated by the grace that lay in each of the boy’s limbs. He had a
complexion of burnished gold, his small palms and feet were pink, as if coated with the lac dye. His small tender
lips were as red as china-rose. Below his bow-like curved eyebrows his large liquid eyes were like blue lotus
petals. Waves of collyrium-dark hair hung over his forehead, which was even and smooth. His dark eyelids
seemed lined with collyrium; his nose was as sharp as a sword’s blade and his body smooth and wellproportioned.
Such a lovely-looking, obedient and meek boy! Yet he stings his uncle’s eyes like poison!
“Oh God! What an unfortunate child!”
Rasakala let her loving hands move across his body in deep love. Tears ran down her eyes. She remembered
the quarrel with her husband which had taken place a few hours before. Her husband had scolded her so much
because of whom? Because of Raghu; and what was her relation to Raghu? He was not her son but her nephew.
But why did her stomach burn with hatred if someone spoke against him? Rasakala never failed to pay them back
in language ten times as strong if someone uttered one word against him. She was his aunt. What is the difference
between a mother and an aunt? Was Raghu only her nephew? No. No, he was her son. Raghu had never thought
of her as anything other than his mother. He had never hesitated to unfold the secrets of his heart, hiding his face
under the secure shelter of her sari’s skirt. Raghu was the object of her fondest regard! Her most precious
belonging! Perhaps she herself was rich and Raghu was poor, but could she let him slave because of that? No, she
was not capable of doing that. A knife cut through her heart at the slightest pain inflicted on Raghu’s tender body.
She couldn’t bear to part with Raghu! What if her husband told her to? What if all the gods said to?
His aunt's loving caress woke Raghu. He rubbed his eyes and looked affectionately at her. She rebuked him
sweetly:
“Son! Why are you sleeping here, on the bare earth? You should have slept inside the house, on a mat.” In a
voice filled with sorrow, Raghu replied:
“Aunt, I am an orphan, what is the difference between the earth and the mat as far as I am concerned? One
who does not have parents—”
Raghu’s voice was choked. Unable to speak anymore, he began to weep bitterly. His aunt wiped his tears away
with her sari and said in deep affection,
“Son, I am your mother, you are my son.”
“No, aunt, you are the mother of Bana and Gouri. Because I have no mother, I have to put up with the harsh
words of uncle,” Raghu said.
“Are you crazy, son?” Rasakala said soothingly. “He is your uncle. He has the right to punish you. He can
protect you as well. God will be pleased with you if you calmly bear a few strong words from your elders; you are
only a child.”
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The comforting words quietened the turmoil in Raghu’s heart. Placing his little hand on his aunt’s back he
began to examine the ornaments in her ears, made of knotted and twisted gold wires, and commented,
“Aunt, these knotted ear buds are very lovely since they are designed by the jewelers of Cuttack. This time ask
uncle to get a necklace for you from Cuttack designed in the same pattern as the one ‘Suryee grandma’ is wearing.
It will suit you better than her.”
His aunt smiled without saying anything and went into to the house. Raghu, too, got up and went inside the
cow shed to tether Somi, Pata and Dulana to their posts. Evening was about to settle in. Rasakala placed a lighted
wick on the verandah.
*
As the light of the dawn broke over the land the next day, trumpets in the Satapathy household rang out
auspicious welcome tunes to announce the arrival of the Raja festival. The women of the village, clad in silk saris
and decked in jewelry, came in rows and entered the Satapathys’ large courtyard. The day was one of great revelry
and celebration.
Paria Nani was busy distributing betel prepared for the occasion amongst the women. While doing so she said
to Rasakala:
“Sister-in-law, what sort of attitude is this? Yesterday brother told me that you had been quarreling with him.
What is all this?”
Rasakala snapped back in a tone full of contempt:
“Why shouldn’t I quarrel, but give in to him? Why should he beat his own drum in the village about being
charitable, if all he does is offer a morsel of food to his own nephew? It isn’t decent. Both his son and his nephew
are related by blood. Why discriminate between them?”
“Who is so charitable now-a-days? Gopinath and Hrishi weren’t sons of one mother. They were only cousins.
Showing so much concern for relatives is like knotting a rope of straw. It won’t hold for long,” Paria said.
“It’s obvious you’ll take sides with your brother. Had the sister of Raghu’s father been alive she would have
joined hands with her nephew. So what if they have two different mothers, they are the sons of the same father.
Doesn’t the boy have a lawful claim over our property and land? Feeding him isn’t an act of charity; he is simply
enjoying his rightful share. Why should outsiders interfere? Will any of them offer him a square meal or give him
a share in their own fields? Why do their hearts grieve?” Rasakala retaliated vehemently.
Making out the meaning implicit in Rasakala’s angry retort, Paria Nani replied sarcastically:
“You have inexhaustible resources. Go on giving everything away. You are wealthy people, since you have
built ceilings under the thatched roofs. But we are poor. We have no money to give away.”
Rasakala was ready with an equally sarcastic counter-remark, and after giving vent to her anger this way, she
came and sat on the mat. Raghu, who had taken little Gouri on a tour around the village, came back to leave the
crying baby in her mother’s charge. The moment her glance fell on Raghu, the proud mistress of the Satapathy
household, Suryamukhi, aimed her caustic words at Rasakala:
“Hey, Bana’s mother! Has this upstart started going everywhere? Really you have a heart overflowing with
piety and mercy. The villagers truly say that there is not a lady in the whole village to match up with Hrishi’s wife.
But what to say of the mother of this boy? She has been burnt to ashes. O my goodness! What to say of her
extreme pride? She was always showing off, that she was the daughter of a rich family. As one sows, so one reaps.
Both the mother and daughter died of diarrhea leaving behind this orphaned child.
“When milk boils over, it goes into the fire of the hearth. When human beings become too boastful, they dig
their own graves. So much pride is never spared by God.”
The remarks of Suryee Grandma made Raghu bow his head in shame. Would the whole world go on reminding
him repeatedly that he was an orphan? Wasn’t it enough his uncle called him that? This woman had soiled the
image of his own mother and sister in front of so many people. He felt a great pain in his heart as if someone had
pricked it with a thorn. His aunt looked at him and spoke in a low, sympathetic voice:
“Keep calm! She is a quarrel-monger.”
Trying to quieten the weeping Gouri, Rasakala told others:
“I can’t stay any more. This girl’s feeling sleepy. I’m leaving.”
As she left, Sarna’s mother and Tarini arrived. All proposed a game of dice. The old women and the younger
ones formed two separate teams. Betel chewing and the game of cour were accompanied by gossip and backbiting. Paria Nani, happily engaged herself in gossip about Hrishikesh’s family and looking at aunt Surymukhi
said sarcastically:
“O aunt, did you notice Rasa aunt? This time she has got herself a new pair of ear ornaments designed in
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Cuttack. They are very beautiful, really. None of the women in our village wear such ornaments in their ears.
Since they are in the money now-a-days, they refuse to recognize people.”
“What to say of Hrishi uncle’s pride?”
Suryee aunt joined in and said:
“You are telling me! Hrishi is so shrewd! But I know the history of their preceding fourteen generations. They
were very poor and lived on gruel. But now times have changed and they are sleeping in knee-deep mattresses. I
have become old. I have come across different types of people during my lifetime, but I have never seen a fraud
and cut-throat such as Hrishi. He grabbed his brother’s property, sold his sister-in-law’s ornaments and designed
new ones for his wife. Don’t think Rasakala is innocent. She’s a great conspirator.”
Presently aunt Chandramani stated her opinion, endorsing the view of the other two.
“Yes aunt, these people have reduced Raghu to a street beggar! Rasakala aunt is very reserved and tongue-tied.
She’s very clever all the same.”
Flicking the dice on the board, Sarna’s mother remarked:
“Rasakala’s not involved in these affairs. The strategy is Hrishi’s alone. In the name of my mother! How he
drove his sister-in-law out of the house in broad day light! I will never forget the event. His mother too couldn’t
stand the sight of her elder daughter-in-law.”
Tarini:
“How could she! Her daughter-in-law came from a rich family, where she was brought up with good care and
pampering. When she came to these people’s house, her worth was reduced to nothing. Had Gopinath uncle not
been working as a clerk, Sebati’s grandfather would not have given the girl in marriage to him. The villagers too
warned him against the match. But he didn’t listen to anyone. Gopinath uncle’s wife too was a simpleton. After
his death she gave away all her property to her brother-in-law, Hrishikesh. She fell into Rasakala aunt’s trap and
committed such an act of foolishness. That is why I cannot bear to look at these people. Now Rasakala aunt is
planning to send Raghu to Cuttack with Hrishi uncle.”
Sarna’s mother interrupted,
“I don’t believe that. How can Hrishi agree to take Raghu along with him? Even here he can’t bear the sight of
the boy. Maybe! Who knows?”
Trying to find out whether the counter has landed in “home” or not, Champa smiled and said:
“True, he will take Raghu to Cuttack! There has been a raise in his salary from Rs.8/ to Rs.20/ per month. He
will construct a building of his own next year.”
Except for “Suryee,” alias Mrs. Satapathy, none of the villagers had the fortune of owning a building. The last
lines of Champa’s speech sparked off the fire of jealousy in Suryee’s heart.
“Let him construct a building,” she said. “If one does it with wealth obtained through perjury and oppression,
the building will collapse in one day. Wait I and see, I claim there is not a man as honest as Lakhla’s father in this
area. Though we are in the money-lending business and invest money in loans, we are not such oppressors.”
Champa and Sarna’s mother thought to themselves,
“You’ve always squeezed heavy interest out of people, and now you are claiming honesty!”
But they did not say anything aloud.
*
There, at home, Rasakala and Raghu were busy eating cakes and other delicacies. In the meanwhile, let us
have a look at their house.
Hrishi’s house was situated by the village main road. Though the house was a thatched one, inside there were
three strongly built, ceilinged rooms. There was a large courtyard in the middle and on the other side of the
courtyard, at the back of the house, there were four small rooms with thatched roofs, built in a row. One of those
was used as the cow shed, and in the room adjacent to it was installed the husking pedal. The room next to that
served as the kitchen. The last room was filled with junk. A luscious drum stick tree stood in the middle of the
courtyard, bending under the weight of the drumsticks. The lush creepers of Indian spinach stretched densely
across the thatched roof of the kitchen. In the space below the eaves of the thatched roof, seeds of gourd and
pumpkin were planted in neat circular ditches. Rasakala was very fond of spinach. On one side of the courtyard
were planted chili seedlings while brinjal seedlings were planted on the other. Beds of different kinds of spinach
like khada and koshala were grown at the back of the house.
They had no servant in the house other than the barber, Bhima. Rasakala attended to all the household chores
on her own. She was never observed resting. She was used to getting up at dawn and going on working till nine
o’clock in the night. She did all the household jobs starting from cooking to boiling paddy and husking it by the
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husking pedal without much difficulty.
A person of few words, but always with a smiling face, Rasakala loved Raghunath more than her own child.
Raghu had lost his father at the age of two. Nearly a year ago cholera had transported Raghu’s mother and his
sister into the dark domain of death.
The villagers were very fond of Raghu as he was obedient; he readily ran errands, as well as he possibly could,
for anybody whoever asked him to. Most of his time was spent carrying the babies in the village in his little arms.
Moreover, he had learnt many things from the village schoolmaster, Vasu. His sharp memory had enabled him to
learn many songs and verses by heart. And he could recite them in a melodious voice. But the person he loved the
most was his aunt, Rasakala.
His uncle came to the village only twice a year: once during the planting of paddy seedlings in the field and
again at the time of harvesting. He was a distinguished clerk working under Sri Chandra Shekhar Choudhury in
Cuttack …
62.6 The Moon Gifts A Son\fn{by Srinivasa Siromani aka Karanam Srinivasulu (1900-1967)} Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 6
“Akkayya\fn{Elder Sister.} what is my brother-in-law doing?” asked the karanam\fn{Village revenue official.}
Ramayya arriving early one morning.
“Be seated, Pantulu,” said Subbamrna. “He went to Palem yesterday. Hasn’t returned yet. Said he would return
by nightfall.”
“Why has he gone?”
“There is a little boy in his relative’s family. All his relatives are pressing him to adopt that boy. He has gone to
take a look at that boy.”
“What is this, akkayya? I can understand my brother-in-law losing his head! Even you have lost yours. Have
we seen anywhere an adopted son adapting himself to his new family or proving helpful to his foster parents?
Unnecessary nuisance. Adoption means asking for disputes and quarrels. Even this much did not occur to you?”
said Ramayya.
“Pantulu, don’t you know your brother-in-law’s nature? He must do what he wants.”
“Not that way, amma. The implications may not have occurred to you. Otherwise wouldn’t my brother-in-law
do just as you advise?”
“Do you mean to say that your brother-in-law is going about this with my concurrence?”
“Absolutely.”
Subbamrna laughed. “All right wait until he comes,” she said.
“Well, akkayya, do you believe you are past the child-bearing age?”
“Child-bearing now! I came to my husband five years before the last cyclone.”
“Since the last cyclone it is probably twenty-five years—shouldn’t your womb bear just one fruit?”
“Stop joking. Past forty-five now. And child-bearing now!”
“All right then, if you are past child-bearing age, my brother-in-law is not past the begetting age.”
Subamma laughed. But her thoughts now were far away. She looked keenly at Ramayya.
“True, Pantulu. As you said, if it is not my son, the next best is my husband’s son,” she said.
“That is exactly what I am saying,” Ramayya was saying when “creaking -chappals”\fn{A note reads: Footwear for
wealthy farmers in Andhra, specially made to creak at each step to warn off unwary snakes etc. from the path .} announcing his
approach, the village munsif Narayya arrived. Looking at Ramayya he said:
“Pantulu, you have come early in the morning. What is the matter, has the tahsildar sent an official note that
he is coming to our village?”
“Nothing like that ajyoshi\fn{Astrologer.} has come to our village. You must test his proficiency.”
“First tell me what he has foretold for you,” said Narayya reclining in his chair.
“As if those at present are not enough, he has foretold four more daughters for me.”
“Sabash! That means a total of ten. My younger sister deserves to be called a woman. Now look at your elder
sister here—”
“Enough of this show,” said Subbamma and turning to Ramayya, continued:
“Why postpone it, Pantulu, please send for the learned jyoshi now. We will find out if the mission on which
your brother-in-law had gone will bear fruit or not. Let’s see.”
“Pantulu, send for him now. In the afternoon I shall again be gone. But the motahadu\fn{Village officer’s peon.} is
not here, who will you send with the message?” said Narayya.
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“I shall send Guravadu,” said Subamma and going inside she packed milk-curds, ghee, and other such
provisions and asked Guravadu to hand over all these things in the karanam’s house and fetch the learned jyoshi at
once. Ramayya looked at Guravadu and observed:
“Who is this, brother-in-law, compact as a cannonball? From which part of the country has he landed here?”
“Your elder sister could not cook any more so she sent for this fellow from the Chittoor district,” replied
Narayya.
“Looks like he cannot consume much food.”
“Enough of your joking. By the time the learned jyoshi comes you must spruce up,” Subbamma said.
Narayya got up and moved into the house. Narayya was no run of the mill munsif, not the one to act as a
security guard for the folios of the karanams. He was an affluent man and highly intelligent. He had not gone to
school as a child; but as an adult he put a bhattaraj\fn{Minstrel.} in his own house and made him read the
prabhandams\fn{Romantic epics.} and thus learned his Telugu. For grasping his professional matters better, he
employed a tutor and learned English. He could speak English fluently. Even when white people addressed him,
he could comprehend them easily and give his replies in English.
He had a patrimony of fifty acres of wet land and a hundred acres of dry land. His ancestors had pleaded, “No,
no, for God’s sake, we cannot afford to pay the extra taxes,” but the tahsildars of the day had thrust on them
sandy stretches just to increase the government revenue. Under Narayya’s management these hundreds of acres
developed into casuarina woods. Thus came a wholesale timber depot for the casuarina wood—and a rice mill as
well. He was also the President of the village panchayat board. And he held many other honorary positions as
well. He perfected the art of being generous where he should and being tough where it was necessary. He was
renowned for his charity and fair play.
Business and outside affairs were the responsibility of Narayya. Farming matters and dairy and household
affairs were his wife Subbamma’s share. Even Narayya’s word may not, once in a while, be respected in the
village, but Subbama’s word was God’s command. For this couple karanam Ramayya Pantulu was counselor,
mediator, judge. Ramayya was younger than Narayya by ten years.
Narayya never disregarded Ramayya’s advice. And never did Ramayya resist Narayya’s orders. Both acted in
unison. That’s why the village had not heard of the usual quarrels which in other villages resulted in haystacks
being set on fire, or each other’s cattle being poisoned to death. Why say so much—suffice it to say that though it
was a village almost next to a town, not one civil case ever went out of the village to the court in town.
Narayya applied a big copper-sized vermilion mark on his forehead and came out. The jyoshi had already
arrived. To listen to the predictions, Subbamma too came and stood behind the door. Narayya took a good look at
the jyoshi and said:
“‘A young astrologer and an elderly physician!,’ said our ancestors.\fn{ Meaning they are a welcome species.} Good.
Jyosyulu, what is the first thing you look for when a horoscope is given to you?”
“I look at the life-span.”
“All right then, tell the life-span for the person of this horoscope,” he said, handing over the horoscope to the
jyosyulu. Ramayya asked,
“Jyosyulu babu, what is the lagnam?\fn{The rising sign.} What is the star?
“Megha lagnam; Makha star.” And he continued: “The subject of the horoscope will live long. Excellent
horoscope. Except in the fifth house there is no defect in any other house. The lord of the fifth house and the fifth
cusp are afflicted. The son-significator—”
“Look here, jyosyulu, we don’t need the babble of your scholarship. Give us the results,” said Narayya.
“No children so far,” said the jyoshi.
“All right, what is ahead?” said Ramayya.
“However the lord of the tenth house—”
“Find out if he is going to adopt a child.”
“No adoption of son is indicated in the future.”
“If he adopts—”
“No question of adoption. That is, even if he intends to adopt he won’t succeed. It will result in failure.”
“Meaning?”
“The adopted child will die at once.”
“Oh God—it is far more difficult to bear the sorrow of the death of an adopted child than of the death of one’s
own son, our ancestors have said,” said Ramayya.
Narayya turned pale.
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“Ayya, in this horoscope the sub-lord is under the influence of the Moon and Venus,” continued the jyoshi.
“Therefore he will have a living wife. The tenth house is good. The significator of the tenth house and the lord of
the house are in excellent position. The sutra says, ‘This indicates a beauty.’ The subject of this horoscope will
marry a very beautiful woman shortly. The sutras ‘Discreetly within the family’ and ‘The moon can gift a son’
also apply. That beauty will bear a son for him. The boy will be the heir and the performer of the obsequial rites
for this person. It is certain.”
Narayya laughed out. Subbamma started thinking furiously. Ramayya asked:
“Sastruluvaru, how much longer for this child to come?”
“Why, not much longer. Now in the phase of Sani\fm{ Saturn.} who is the lord of the tenth house is placed the
familial planet of Sukra.\fn{Venus.} In a few days, a wife and later—sixteen months from now-=the bearer of the
horoscope will be blessed with a son who will eventually perform his karma.”
“If it really happens and in sixteen months a boy is born, I shall reward you with one hundred and sixteen
rupees,' said Ramayya.
“I am certain to receive that reward of one hundred and sixteen rupees,” said the jyoshi.
Narayya honored the jyoshi with ten rupees folded formally in betel leaves. Ramayya left with the jyoshi.
Narayya looked at his wife and said:
“I have given my word that I shall adopt that child. Let us see what is going to happen.”
“What is going to happen, thanks to the jyoshi’s utterances—”
“That means you don’t like my going in for this adoption.”
“I have already told you several times. You have not heeded. What is to be done? The son born to the husband
or the son born to the wife will prove useful, not the one born to some other man or woman, he won’t prove
helpful,” said Subbamrna.
“Anyway,” laughed Narayya.
*
As the jyoshi had predicted, the boy Narayya wanted to adopt ran a fever for a few days and died. For the sake
of perpetuating the family line you must marry another, young woman, insisted Subbamrna. Ramayya supported
her. Though he did not like the idea, perhaps because of the planetary influences at work, Narayya agreed to
marry a second time. Subbamrna took upon herself the responsibility of finding her step-wife. She decided to look
for a girl in a family with a large number of children. Made enquiries. Went looking herself. She located a poor
family in the Dhupaati area. The lady of the house had given birth to nine children. This particular girl was twenty
years of age. Because of poverty she couldn’t be married away. Like her mother she was slim. It struck
Subbamrna that she took after her mother. She convinced the parents of the girl that it was her responsibility to
support the rest of the family. She fixed the alliance for her husband. Decided to win the favor of God by
performing the wedding in the presence of the Lord of Seven Hills.
She performed the marriage of her husband Narayya with her step-wife Mangamma at the auspicious hour in
the pilgrim center of TIrumala. She was not satisfied with that. She specially took her husband and her step-wife
to Alimelu Mangapuram and in the temple there made them offer worship to Santhana Gopala Krishna, the lord
reputed to bless devotees with progeny. A whole bag of crystal sugar she had them offer to the deity and later
made the newly wed couple distribute it among children.
On their return from Tirupati, Subbamma handed over all the farming matters to Mangamma’s father and all
the dairy matters to Mangamma’s mother and she took care of only the management of the house. Narayya was
not far behind Subbamma. On his terrace he constructed a cool canopy thatched with bulrush and lined with a
sheet of white cloth for a false ceiling. Adhering strictly to all the rules and principles, old and new, he went
through all the catalogues and brought from Madras all the furniture for a bedroom and arranged it in the penthouse. It became the new bedroom for the newlywed couple.
Narayya did not stop there. Even as he had employed a clerk to take care of his munsif’s duties, he appointed
another clerk to look after Ramayya’s office of karanam and then handed over to Ramayya his own timber depot
and the rice mill and now never stirred out of the house. Stopped coming down from the penthouse except for
food and a bath. And there is no need to mention Mangamma’s activities.
If you buy a cheap pair of emaciated bullocks at a fair and bring them home and feed them on burnt rice,
fodder, and oilcake, within one week they will rally and, blowing their nostrils, will do an excellent job in the
fields. If you feed a dog just once with a little rice and then a little jaggery too, by daybreak next day it will start
barking fiercely and go out to bite everybody around. But then the English medics say that the growth of humans
does not depend on food. One does not know whether this is true or not, but within the period of a
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mandalam,\fn{Forty days.} Mangamma changed beyond recognition. Now looked quite like a golden javelin. Her
face shone like the full moon.
Days began to pass quickly. Mangamma felt as though she had arrived at the house only the other day; but
already two months had passed without her knowing how. Subbamma was getting messages for some time that
her grandfather had fallen ill and that she should go and look him up once. During the last twenty-five years, ever
since she had come to her husband’s place, she had always made it a point to return home the same evening
whenever she went out of the village. No one could milk the cows except her. Even if someone else attempted, the
milch cattle would not yield as much milk as they would to her. Subbamma wanted very much to go and see her
ailing grandfather. But the problem was who would milk the cattle. Mangamma’s mother told her that her
daughter was an expert at milking the cows. Subbamma put Mangamma to the test. Even ill-tempered cows
started yielding seers and seers of milk when Mangamma set down with a chembu to milk them. Subbamma was
truly amazed.
“During the last ten years I have not known these beasts yielding so much milk. Younger sister, teach me your
knack,” said Subbamma. Within three days all the cattle grew attached to Mangamma started yielding an
abundance of milk. Subbamma rejoiced.
“Younger sister, I am feeling relieved. Until now I have not been able to go to any place and stay there for a
few days because of these cattle. Abba! Now you have come like a celestial being,” she said, full of appreciation.
Presently, a jutka came from Subbamma’s people. The cart-driver said that her grandfather was on his deathbed and that he wanted to see her once, so they had sent a carriage for her. As she started crying, Mangamma
assured her:
“Why are you hesitating, akka? Nothing to fear here. Go and come! I shall take care of everything here with
the greatest care.”
“Younger sister! Manage somehow for one day. I am taking your mother also with me. Our village is just three
miles from here. If possible, we both will come back by the evening. Otherwise I shall send back your mother,”
she said to Mangamma and she asked Narayya also to accompany her. He of course did not go with her, but
Subbamma and, escorting her, Mangamma’s mother, got into the jutka and left.
Two days after Subbamma had left for her mother’s place, Narayya had to attend the District Board’s meeting.
He planned to return the next day, but it became impossible: for one whole week, neither Subbamma nor Narayya
could return. Mangamma became the sole authority over the whole household.
That was the month of Kartikam.\fn{October-November.} It was three in the afternoon. Suddenly the sky was
overcast. In no time it grew dark as night. All the cattle returned from the fields. All the field-hands went home.
Those who were on night duty told her that they would return after eating at home and left. Because of the
overcast sky it was not possible to know what time it was.
“Why wait until later?” thought Guravadu and so he finished the cooking in no time.
It started drizzling. The breeze picked up force. Mangamma took a hot water bath from the hearthside pot. The
cold was worse than in winter. The wind blew furiously from the north. Because of the cold Mangamma ate more
at dinner than usual. It did not look possible to go up to the terrace and retire. She went to bed downstairs. By
nightfall even the rain picked up force. Mangamma crouched, covering herself with a shawl. In no time she fell
asleep.
It was nine o’clock at night. Mangamma woke up with a start. The wind was whistling. The rain lashed in
every direction. The lamps had all gone out long ago. When she struck a match to light the lamp, the flame didn’t
hold but went out; the whole world was filled with the dark. She couldn’t decide in which direction the door was
or which way the windows were. The tiles on the verandah flew with alarming sounds. She grew scared.
“Gurava, Gurava,” she shouted. No reply.
Then her eyes grew accustomed to the dark. She could just about make out the doors and windows. Picking up
courage and somehow, she opened the door. There was no lamp. Even lanterns couldn’t stand that wind. Lightning
flashed intermittently, lighting up the whole world like day. Leaving four pairs of bullocks in the hall, Guravadu
was returning.
Suddenly lightning flashed. On the cattle shed the tiles kept flying away. The rain poured as though pumped by
a hand piston. She stood there frozen in fear. Guravadu led the pregnant buffaloes and the milch cows into the
house and he untied the other cattle to let them go out.
“Ammagaru, the horned buffalo is about to calve. Please look for the battery light,” said Guravadu. Luckily
Mangamma could find the bigger battery light. She switched it on and looked around. In the cattle shed which had
lost all its tiles by now, she could see the buffalo giving birth to a calf. Guravadu picked up the calf in his arms. To
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lead the mother buffalo into the house, Mangamma held it by the neck-string, with the battery light in the other
hand and thus walked the animal. The wind moved suddenly from the north to the west. The buffalo walked with
great difficulty. The wind lashed suddenly; Mangamma could not keep her balance. She fell backwards. Guravadu
came running and picked her up like a little child and took her in and put her in the bed and asked:
“Ammagaru, have you sprained your back?”
“No—I could not keep my balance.”
“Ammagaru, I shall take care of the buffalo and the calf. You are soaked wet. Please dry yourself and sleep
cozily in your bed,” said Guravadu and left.
*
Though it was a room with a terrace above, and all the windows had been shut, the wind blew in with a roar.
The flame in the lantern set down by the wall started jumping. Mangamma felt frozen. She quickly scrubbed her
head, pulled off her sari and blouse, dried her body, and took out another sari and started putting it on and looked
around. Guravadu was standing outside the doorstep. She wondered if he had seen her. Even as she was wrapping
her sari, she asked:
“Gurava! What are you doing?”
“I am shivering in the cold here,” he said.
She switched on the battery light and looked at him. Looking at the muscular Guravadu shivering there, at his
body—his taut belly looking flat like a snake’s, the twisted ropes of his shoulders and arms—Mangamma had a
strange feeling.
“Orrey, how long will you stand there shivering?” she said and she took out a towel and dhoti from the box
and said, “Dry yourself with this towel and put on this dhoti.”
“The dhoti and the towel belong to the ayyagaru,”\fn{Master.} Guravadu hesitated.
Mangamma laughed briefly and said, “Now you are the master,” and looked into his face.
He was overcome with bashfulness. The battery cells in the lamp in her hands had run out. The jumping flame
of the lantern had gone out too. The whole world was one sheet of darkness. The cyclone grew more fierce.
Mangamma got into her bed. Her whole body had grown numb.
“Gurava,” she called.
“Aa!” he responded.
“Orrey, I am scared. You come here,” she said.
He entered the dark room.
*
Narayya was outraged that on the cyclone night except for the watchman and Guravadu there was no one else
in the house. But he did not berate anyone. In his heart he was happy that except for the cattle shed, which had
been blown off, no other loss had been incurred. He expanded the cattle shed and started work on a building
where all the cattle herds could live.
Subamma’s grandfather passed away. After the obsequies she returned home in great grief. She was happy that
the cyclone had not done any damage. She was all the more happy to see the preparations Narayya was making to
expand the cattle shed and make the cattle herds live on the premises.
She was surprised to see that Guravadu who had been rather slow-witted until then was now going about his
tasks with great spirit. Moreover he who had been too shy and reserved earlier was now replying to queries
readily and this surprised her all the more.
Mangamma missed a period. Subbamma grew wild with joy. Three months passed. Mangamma’s pregnancy
was confirmed. Everyone was speculating whether it was a boy or a girl she was going to deliver. Every day was
filled with mirth and good cheer and fun and every moment appeared to be festive in spirit. The villagers, all of
them, started calling on them with fruit, turmeric, vermilion, blouse pieces and pattu\fn{Silk.} saris. Even the
womenfolk from the Brahmin households brought, according to their capacity, turmeric and vermilion to present
them. Everyone devoutly wished that Mangamma would deliver a boy. And they began joking that now even
Subbamma would start bearing children.
Though the entire household was in ferment, full of hustle and bustle, Subbamma was watching Guravadu on
the sly. Narayya went out of the village once again on some matter. It was after dinner. Both the wives were
chatting and munching betel leaves. As Guravadu was taking drinking water to the upstairs room, as he normally
did, he looked at Mangamma and she traded looks with him and this Subbamma noticed. Pretending not to have
noticed anything, very sweetly she said:
“Younger sister, our husband is not at home so why go and sleep upstairs. If you get sick or if your body aches
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and you shout from upstairs, we may or may not wake up, so better sleep downstairs.” And Subbamma stared into
Mangamma’s face.
“Akka, I sleep better in that bed than in any other.”
“Then why not get the bed down here itself?”
“I do not know how to unscrew the bed.”
“Those who know the job will do it,” she said.
Immediately she got the bedstead brought down.
Mangamma thought furiously. She grew apprehensive. But the next moment she picked up some courage;
decided that Subbamma was saying it out of affection for her. But her mind was seething with thoughts.
“Younger sister, are you asleep?” asked Subbamma, coming into the room.
“No,” said Mangamma.
“What are you thinking?”
“Nothing, nothing at all.”
“From tomorrow I shall take care of the dairy. I am going to hand over the kitchen to your mother. I want to
take Guravadu from kitchen service,” she said.
Mangamma kept quiet.
“Younger sister, why are you staring like that. I am wondering if I should not discharge him from service
altogether.”
“As you like.”
“You are after all an intelligent woman, younger sister—yes—that settles it,” she said sitting in her step-wife’s
bed and affectionately touching her with her hand. “Sleep well,” she said and left. Subbamma slept in the hall as
usual. Probably because of her extreme happiness, she slept the soundest sleep she had ever known.
In the early hours, it was around three o’clock, Subbamma woke up suddenly. She heard someone moving in
the next room. She listened for a moment. Quietly, silent and soundless, she slipped out. She went to Guravadu’s
room in the cattle shed. It was locked. She opened the room with a duplicate key. Went in. Opened his box and
looked in. She found fifty rupees. She seethed with fury. Suddenly she snapped her necklace of gold sovereigns.
Some of the sovereigns dropped down. The remaining sovereigns she put in the box and closed it. She locked the
room again. Without anyone noticing it she came back to her bedstead and went to sleep. In the western part of
the house Guravadu was lighting the fireplace.
Suddenly Subbamma shouted: “Aah, aah! Who is snatching the necklace from my neck,” and got up.
*
The karanam Ramayya was surprised.
“What is it akkayya; towards daybreak how can anyone snatch your necklace?”
“That is exactly what I am surprised about Pantulu. Call the police,” said Subbarnma. Ramayya hesitated.
“Shouldn’t we find out who or what …” he was saying. Subbamrna grew wild with rage and said,
“Pantulu! See how I have pulled everyone out and locked up the rooms. Look, even my own house I have
locked up. In my compound if anyone commits a wrong deed, I cannot forgive. Why are you hesitating? Will you
send for the police or shall I myself go and call them?” she said. Pantulu said firmly:
“From the day brother-in-law took over as the munsif not even a single criminal case has gone out of our
village perimeter. I am wondering what brother-in-law will say about this?”
“Pantulu, it is my responsibility to see that your brother-in-law will not blame you for anything.”
“Then what is so great about calling the police? But you must know the police might want to search the
house.”
“That is exactly what I want.”
“All right then,” said Pantulu.
*
The criminal case against Guravadu came up for trial. The magistrate flew into a rage. Imposed on him a
sentence of one year’s rigorous imprisonment.
*
Just as Mangamma was about to complete her ninth month, she delivered without any complications. It was a
hefty baby boy that was born.
The child-naming ceremony was a very big affair. The jyoshi attended the function to receive his one hundred
and sixteen rupees. A feast was served to the entire village.
That evening Subbamma came to her husband with the little infant in her arms and said happily:
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“Just look at him, what a handsome boy he is, exactly your likeness. This chin, this nose, these eyes, he is
exactly like you,” she said laughing happily.
Narayya looked at the infant and Mangamma, the mother, and grew absolutely ecstatic.
250.64 Music Or Brahma-Nâda\fn{by Miss Raihana Tyabji (1900-1975)} Baroda, Baroda District, Gujarat State, India
(F) 3
Music, to us in India, is Brahma-Nâda, the Voice of God. It is an integral part of our worship and inseparable
from our conception of Divinity. We look upon it as a spiritual exercise of the first order, and we turn to it when
we feel the need of a medium between our weak human minds and verities too great to be grasped or visualized
by the intellect alone. What, for example, can be a more perfect symbol of Divine Love, than the flute of Krishna,
sounding faint, though hauntingly sweet, from the other side of the Jamna of consciousness, drawing nearer and
nearer to the Brindaban of our hearts, filling it at last with a melody so divinely beautiful, so altogether irresistible
that the soul, afire with love, can no longer withstand it but must answer the call, snapping all worldly ties,
flinging away all worldly desires, discarding with a gesture of supreme renunciation all that would hold it back
and prevent its utter surrender to the Lord of Hearts?
So music flows, a celestial stream, between the Lover and the Beloved, taking to Him, our messages of
longing, bringing back from Him glorious promises of fulfillment and ultimate union. Music is the most intimate,
the most personal mode of self-expression that the human mind has evolved, and Indian music, I think, is even
more individual and personal than the music of other countries. It is absolute self-surrender in revelation.
*
A few words may be said with regard to technique. Our music is mostly improvisation within the particular
limits of a given raga, thus giving to each musician an unlimited freedom to express himself to his fullest
capacity, unhampered by any necessity to consider the arbitrary rulings of a composer, whose mood may not have
been in perfect harmony with his own, and whose mode of expression may militate against his own reactions to
the emotion and meaning of the theme, thus obstructing the free working of his creative impulse.
This being so, our music is a perfect reflection of our intellectual growth and spiritual aspirations, and the
Indian mind, being subtle and introspective, with an inherent tendency to seek the truth behind appearance,
restless, ever haunted by tantalizingly elusive visions of the Beyond that hovers maddeningly midway between
mystery and revelation, has evolved a music that will best express its yearning and its ecstasy. Hence that quality,
I believe, in our music, which is so often described as “haunting”.
Yet this divine sorrow must not be confused with weak human melancholy. There is in it something excellent,
powerful, a discontent infinitely more desirable than satisfaction. It is the call of the Divine, shackled, to the
Divine, Eternally Free.
I spoke, a while ago, of raga. Our music is a system of ragas, each raga expressing certain emotions and
apportioned to that hour of the day whose mood corresponds with its own. The word raga itself means emotion. A
raga is a particular combination of a certain number of chosen notes of the gamut—which has at least twenty-four
definite notes in Indian music—placed in such a relation to one another that the whole melody, when sung or
played, produces a particular impression upon the hearts and minds of musician and listeners alike. In improvising
one must be very careful not to dwell more or less long than the prescribed length of time on a certain note, not to
produce combinations of notes alien to the spirit and composition of the raga, otherwise one is apt to find oneself
suddenly faced with a quite different raga! Each raga has a distinct personality of its own, and to mingle ragas is
considered as heinous a crime, in the graphic metaphor of one’s ustad or music teacher, as to cut off a man’s nose
and stick it on the face of another.
The reasons are obvious; the triumphant mood of noon can hardly harmonize with the devotional mood of
dawn or the contemplative mood of night. There are six sovereign ragas, each with a number of piaginis and a
vast family of smaller ragas. It is amusing, at first, to hear one’s ustad talking of these ragas and raginis as
though they were live people with habits, moods, features, even pedigrees and families and habitations of their
own.
But one begins to understand, as one gets closer into the spirit of Indian music. A time comes when the
musician finds himself losing his own personality and becoming the raga he is striving to interpret, surrendering
throat or hands to it. The raga enters into, takes possession of him. The very atmosphere becomes impregnated, as
it were, with that raga, and the very walls and roof and ground become vocal with its melody, and the audience,
utterly spell bound, sways with the spell.
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It is in this utter self-surrender that the supreme triumph of the artist lies. He is not an ustad who, while
performing, can remain an ustad. He must become a devotee, finally an incarnation of the raga; he must convert
the audience into fellow-worshippers and then, through an ever-growing intensity of worship he must merge into
the deity. That is true music, an exercise, most of all, of the spirit.
*
What part, in the glorious past history of our music, has been played by women? Always in India the tradition
of the artist has been strict anonymity. The artist is so utterly absorbed, so lost in his art that he never thinks of
immortalizing himself with his creations. If this is true of all the arts, it is truest of music where this surrender to
pure art is greatest of all. Hence, perhaps the explanation why no names are known of women who were excellent
singers or musicians. Of Tansen, one of the greatest of our musicians, legend tells how he was corrected in his
pride by a village maiden, but, as is usual in such matters with the Indian people, she remains nameless. Side by
side with the entirely traditional nature of Indian music, lies the historical evidence that from the earliest times
there were women singers and temple vestals, and so it is evident that the preservation of music in India owes not
a little to women. Though the ustads or teachers of music may have been men, the preservers and performers—the
artists—have been women. Of the Indian poetesses, many must have been musicians as well. Kalidasa in his
famous play, Malavika-Agnimitra, speaks of the heroine’s absolute mastery of the science as well as the art of
music, and among the judges of the performance is also a woman—a Buddhist nun.
Ever since, and much earlier still, music has been traditionally the art par excellence for high-born women as
well as of professional singers. Music formed an integral part of women’s education in classical times. Even now,
the popular garbas, with their combination of song and movement, keep alive the flame of music in every village.
*
But, if we turn from this past to the present, the atmosphere is chilling, or was, till about a decade ago. A nation
enslaved, barren of ideals, caught in the clinging meshes of a fatal despondency, groping in the darkness of selfcreated delusions, uncertain which way to turn feverishly seeking a way—some way, any way—back to the light,
has little urge towards the spiritual in artistic expression. The attitude of a people towards their art is the best
index of their cultural, intellectual, and spiritual attainments. We had lost contact with our old culture, broken
away from our old traditions, forgotten our ideals. Where should we find the energy to study our art?
We blindly accepted everything that was handed to us by the West. We drugged ourselves into a condition of
unthinking acquiescence, and the result was that Brahma-Nda, that voice of God that had thundered its wrath in
the niridang of Shiva and lured our souls in the flute of Krishna, which had released its creative energy in the wild
exultant music of the damru, lingered but in a few faint echoes, where faithful ustads still fed it with their
devotion,—or else came to be regarded as an instrument of allurement in the hands of a certain class of singers,
and so was regarded with distrust and suspicion. No longer was music an integral part of a woman's education; the
writer can remember a time when parents expressed horror at the thought of their children learning Indian music!
But they could, with safety, learn to play the piano as an accomplishment!
When it was popularly practiced, it was still in a degraded form. We had lost our musical ideals. What with
theatres and the gramophone on the one hand and the harmonium on the other, we had become worse than deaf.
Leaving aside all the lovely and potent instruments of Indian music, we concentrated on the harmonium. In every
household one found a harmonium, ruining the ears and the voices of its votaries, filling the air with blaring
discord. The harmonium was turned to as the one faithful friend, who would cloak all the player’s deficiencies
under merciful swathings of uncontrolled discord.
*
Now, however, there are many signs of a musical revival. Music as an expression of the deepest religious
experience, music as a spiritualiser of character, music as a reflector of all forms of beautiful experience, is
recovering the high place it
formerly held in the culture and genius of the nation.
In Bengal, in Southern India, in Bombay, in Gujarat, music schools are springing up, organized by gifted
musicians, who after years of seclusion, are receiving at last their meed of appreciation for their unswerving
devotion to the ideals of their art during the period of depression. The sitar, the dilurba, the vina, are once more
finding their rightful place in the musical scheme. Efforts are being made to reduce our music to notation and so
simplify the teaching of it. Numerous art festivals and musical conferences are being held all over the country;
many of these have been initiated and organized by women: women have presided at many of them. As this is
being written, one, reads of a lady, Miss Bahadurji, the head of a Bombay Girls High School, presiding over the
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Gandharva Maha Vidyalaya, where were discussed plans for drawing up music curriculums for schools, and
universities.
Another sign of the revival of music has been in its association with the attempted revival of an Indian literary
theater. In the plays of Rabindranta Tagore, as of other younger Bengali dramatists such as Harindranath
Chattpadhyaya, music is associated with poetry. The performance of these by groups of distinguished amateurs
has assisted considerably in rousing the interest of the intelligentsia. Women have taken part in these
performances, and have often taken a leading share in organizing them; for instance in Bombay we have had
lately the performances of the Shama’a Players, a group organized by a lady of distinguished family and ability,
Shrimati Mrinalini Chattopadhyaya, who is the editor of the literary quarterly, the Shania’a.
Music is again becoming an integral part of the education of our girls. If it is to be what it once was, a part and
parcel of our consciousness, of our religious life, “a household goddess, a familiar friend,” women can help most
to reabsorb it, first into the family consciousness, and so into the national consciousness. Our women have
sometimes been blamed for their conservative instinct; but it is because of that they have clung more to, and been
able to preserve better, the atmosphere and traditions of the old culture.
They are therefore better fitted to be restorers of that culture. And in an art so intuitive, so widespread, as
music once was in our country, women must have a very large share.
At Bolpur, among the many educational institutions founded by Dr. Tagore, this has been recognized. Here has
been an attempt to form an educational institution with the broadest basis. With the school, the college, the
research institute, there is also a Kala-Bhuvan, a school of Art and Music; all the girl-students from the girls’
school and college attend this school.
Again, if we want to become musically alive as we once were, we must breathe “the word of power” into the
ears of the young. Women are best fitted to be teachers of the young. Music is now felt once more by the
unthinking to be at least “a desirable accomplishment by the thoughtful,” a valuable and integral part of the
education of our girls.
Soon, I hope, there will be no bar to its becoming a legitimate means of earning our livelihood. Everywhere
people are calling out for teachers and more teachers. The difficulty of obtaining suitable teachers is very great,
for hitherto those women who were best fitted to interpret Brahma-Nâda, refused to act as its interpreters. Until
women of the intelligentsia study it, bringing to bear upon it not only an enlightened intellect but an awakened
soul, it can neither be understood nor truly interpreted.
Those educated women who have become teachers of music among the young have felt it a great joy and
mission. And as these increase, our land will once more become what Iqbal the poet calls her in his impassioned
outpouring of love, the “house of God,” uniting young and old, rich and poor, in the flood of joyous melody.
278.48 Excerpt from The Scope Of Happiness: A Personal Memoir\fn{by Vijaya Lakshmi Pandit (1900-1990)}
Allahabad, Allahabad District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 18½
3
A story should begin at the beginning, but when there have been several beginnings, one’s entry into the world
is the least significant. The day one is born has meaning for one’s family but it is the beginnings one makes for
oneself that are important and they come a long time after one’s birth.
I was born in the ancient city of Prayag, now known as Allahabad, in the state of Uttar Pradesh, on the 18th of
August, 1900. The code word to my father, then in Paris, announcing my arrival, was “Tempest”. No one has ever
told me why this word was chosen, but I am sure it played a part in influencing my character, which has all the
qualities of the tempest!
The India of my childhood was a period of startling contradictions and contrasts and a transition from age-old
traditions and prejudices to new ways to living and thinking; great wealth and grinding poverty, wisdom and
ignorance, the capacity to sacrifice for freedom yet amazing subservience to the foreign ruler—all these made the
pattern of life in the early days of the century. But a new design was gradually created and India once again has
become the mistress of her destiny.
The story of my life is, in some respects, the story of the weaving of this new design. Like the rest of my
generation, of whom, alas, so few are now left, I am acquainted with two Indias—the young India of today and
the ancient land of yesterday in which I was born.
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The years between the coming of Gandhi and the attainment of independence were a series of beginnings for
thousands of men and women who joined the freedom movement under his leadership. Homes suffered hardship,
families were separated, careers abandoned, in pursuit of freedom. The things we had looked upon as permanent
vanished into nothingness. On many levels—the material, the political, the spiritual—changes took place that
forced people to look at life and India from a new angle.
It was on a November morning in 1920 that I first met my future husband. He had come to Allahabad to
consult my father on a legal matter and was invited to stay with the family. The winter in Allahabad is crisp and
pleasant. The sun shines, the skies are blue, and the gardens are ablaze with flowers. Breakfast was served on the
verandah outside my father’s rooms and I came out to find a strange young man seated at the table. He had
evidently been misinformed about the time and was embarrassed at being early.
He introduced himself as Ranjit Pandit and said he had arrived late the previous evening from Calcutta, where
he practiced at the Bar. I thought him attractive—there was a serenity in his face that seemed unusual for one of
his age.
Presently, the family assembled and he was tongue-tied and ill at ease in the midst of the talkative Nehrus.
When the family dispersed I lingered on and the young man, who obviously did not know what to do with
himself, seemed glad of my presence.
“Do you like Sanskrit poetry?” was one of his first questions.
I admitted that my knowledge of Sanskrit was of the school variety. Inwardly I vowed I would devote myself
to the study of Sanskrit immediately. My answer did not seem to disturb him and he said,
“You have a lovely voice. Do you sing?”
Not only did I not sing, I belonged to a family singularly lacking in musical talent. I could have run away, but
good manners and the young man’s charm kept me in my seat. Later I was to discover that Ranjit had great
musical talent and a fine, well-trained voice. Before I could think of an answer, he went on,
“You are very beautiful, and I have come here only to meet you. I suppose you have guessed that.”
This was very pleasing and now I could relax. We spent most of the day together wandering in the garden
where Ranjit recited beautiful Sanskrit verses and told me about his home and family. We went out riding. I loved
to ride and was proud of my horsemanship, but I saw that my companion was a crack rider himself.
Three days passed swiftly, and the evening before he was to leave, Ranjit asked if he could speak with me
alone.
There had been a family gathering to celebrate my niece Indira’s third birthday. Relatives and friends were
scattered through the house and there was no privacy anywhere. We had to wait until the last guest had departed.
“It is only two days since we met,” he said, “but I have thought about you for a long time and feel as if I know
you. It has taken some courage for me to come from far off Kathiawar to the home of the Nehrus to meet a
daughter of Kashmir. But I have traveled with hope. Could you trust me enough to travel hand in hand with me
through life?”
I looked up at his sensitive, handsome face. I had known him for so short a time but there was something
reassuring about him. Marriage in those days was arranged, and, though nothing direct had been said to me, I
knew that Ranjit was in our home to meet me and, with my parents’ consent, to ask me to marry him. I hesitated
only a few minutes, then I held out my hands to him with a perfect and immediate confidence that I cannot quite
explain to this day and said,
“Let us always travel together.”
It is customary in India to consult the stars before a marriage is arranged, and unless a certain number of points
tally in the two horoscopes, it cannot take place. My father frowned on this and other customary practices that he
dubbed superstition, so Mother had to resort to all sorts of devious methods to consult the stars and appease her
conscience. In this instance she went to Pandit Madan Mohan Malaviya, renowned Sanskrit scholar, national
leader, and friend of the family. Together they obtained Ranjit’s horoscope and sent it with mine to a learned
astrologer of Varanasi.
The reply came that the horoscopes were perfectly matched and tallied far beyond the number of points
required for ordinary mortals—except for two hostile points we would have been in line with the gods!
Mother was so thrilled by the astrologer’s prophecy that she confessed to Father what she had done. In a letter
written to Ranjit about that time Father tells this story and ends by saying,
“So we are both very happy. I for my ability to judge human beings and my wife for her faith in the stars.”
Ranjit and I began our married life at a time of national turmoil. We traveled a hard road with unexpected
turnings and steep ascents. Our wavelengths did not always synchronize, and the period in which we lived
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demanded constant adaptations and adjustments that were not easy. The remarkable thing is that we came through
the hazards which beset a rebel family with few scars and created for ourselves and for our children some
semblance of a normal home life in which love and shared ideals helped to sustain us through the many sad events
we all had to face.
4
The Nehrus are Saraswat Brahmans\fn{ Brahmans are the first of the four castes that form the social groupings of Hindu socity,
a system evolved more than two thousand years ago. The divisions of Hindu society are Brahman (priest or leaned man), Kshatriya (ruler
or warrior), Vaishya (peasant), and Shudra (laborer or serf). Saraswat is one of the classifications of Brahmans } and came originally
from the Kashmir valley. Kashmiris easily adapt themselves to new surroundings but they cling with a remarkable
tenacity to their own customs even though they have long since forgotten their language and Urdu has taken its
place.
My father’s father, Pandit Gangadhar Nehru, had settled in Delhi and occupied the position of chief of police at
the court of Bahadur Shah, the last Moghul Emperor of Delhi. He died at a young age.
My grandmother, Indrani, known as “Jiyomaji”, was a remarkable woman. At a time when life for a Hindu
widow was full of every conceivable hardship, she reared a family according to the traditional pattern and was
respected and admired in the Kashmiri community—and feared a little for her sarcasm and sharp tongue, which
she did not hesitate to use when she thought they were needed! She was a woman of determination and taught
herself to read and write Hindi, and, later, by sitting with her sons while they were having their Persian lessons,
she learned some Persian and was able to quote from the Persian poets, giving the impression of greater
knowledge than she actually possessed. I may have inherited this quality from her because sometimes my brother,
with a twinkle in his eye, would say, when I had spoken well at a meeting or conference,
“My dear, you make a little learning go a long way!” And I would answer back,
“Be glad it is not the other way round!”
My grandparents’ family consisted of three sons and two daughters. Of these my father was the youngest, born
posthumously. His sisters had the extraordinary names of Patrani and Maharani. They married young and died
early, each leaving behind a son, Maharaj Bahadur Takru and Ladli Prasad Zutshi, both of whom at some point
were members of the larger Anand Bhawan\fn{ The name of our family home} family.
Of Father’s two brothers the eldest, Pandit Nandlal Nehru, was an advocate. My father, Motilal Nehru, was
brought up by him and showered with affection and spoiled badly.
Father’s education was haphazard and his academic career was undistinguished. Beginning at a madarsa,
\fn{Hindu language school} in the manner of the times, he went on to a mission school and later Allahabad
University, which he left without taking his bachelor’s degree. He was a cricketer and he also played a good game
of tennis. His interests were wide and varied and there was little supervision of his studies, so he did much as he
pleased. His mother tongue was Urdu, and Persian was his second language. He was proficient in both.
It was only after he started practicing law that he began to take life seriously, partly because he became the
head of a large joint family at an early age and also because he loved his profession, worked hard, and achieved
success rapidly. His law practice was the source of the Nehru family wealth.
Pandit Nandlal had one daughter and five sons. The two elder sons were already on their own when he died but
the others naturally came under my father’s sheltering care and lived with and were educated by him. Of these
sons Biharilal Nehru and Mohanlal Nehru were both advocates.
Mohanlal was an exceptional man. He was, from his early years, a dedicated social worker and had great
organizing ability and a fund of love and understanding for the underprivileged. His profession was merely a
means of giving his family a home—it meant nothing more—his interest was in the various types of work in
which he involved himself. He wore swadeshi\fn{A word applied to goods made in India} long before Gandhiji’s
coming, and from then onward wore only the hand-spun, hand woven material known as khadi.
Shyamlal, the third son, was the unsettled one among the brothers and followed a number of callings. He was a
most lovable person and a great optimist, always in good humor and, like Mr. Micawber, always waiting for
something better to turn up. He had a large circle of friends and was generous beyond his means.
The two younger sons, Krishna Lal and Brijlal, went to Edinburgh and Oxford respectively. They were my
father’s favorites among his nephews.
Father’s second brother, Bansidhar Nehru, was in the judiciary—a learned man with an eccentric mind that he
passed on, along with his learning, to his sons. He was strikingly handsome with gray-blue eyes and a head of
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prematurely gray hair as well as a fine flowing beard. He had three sons, the second of whom, Kuar Bahadur, was
his exact replica.
Bansidhar Nehru, a Sanskrit scholar and an astrologer of some repute, retired from the judiciary early and
settled in Solan, a Himalayan resort, to study comparative religions. His eldest son, Raj Bahadur, left home quite
young, abandoning his wife and daughter to be looked after by the joint family. He wandered around Europe and
America, and my father used to tell a story of how once, finding himself in London in straitened financial
circumstances, he became acquainted with Queen Victoria’s munshi and got employment under him for a while. I
tried to check on this during my years in London, but all I could find out was that young Indians did go to the
munshi from time to time, probably to help or be helped by him, but there were no names available. Anyway, it’s a
nice story.\fn{Munshi means accountant. Queen Victoria had an Indian in her household who was referred to as “Munshi”. He was a
favorite of hers and she took Urdu lessons from him}
The youngest son, Shridhar, went to Cambridge and then joined the Indian Civil Service. He was, in my view,
a misfit, since his real love was not for administration, but for one of his several outside interests, among them his
devotion to science and linguistics. He had been to the Sorbonne and to Heidelberg and had studied seven
European languages, which he spoke fluently and in which he wrote poetry that the rest of us were not always
able to appreciate!
We were all one family living together in the manner of those days. The joint family has ceased to exist, but it
had its uses since it was a form of social security and insurance and no one was abandoned. Every boy was
provided with an education and a job, a suitable husband was found for every girl, and widowed aunts,
grandmothers, and others belonging to the family were integrated into it. They were wanted and respected.
There was, as always, another side of this picture that was less pleasant. Many a young man who could have
made good on his own was content to remain a parasite under the sheltering care of a more prosperous relative.
The children of the family belonged equally to every member of it, and it was usual to see one sister-in-law
bringing up and even nursing the child of another along with her own. The grandmother had a special status, and
respect and affection for her grew with age. There was no fear in the minds of the older men and women in the
family that they would be denied the love and shelter of the home at any time or for any reason.
And they, in their turn, gave the children and young people a sense of perspective. Obligations and
responsibilities were as important as privileges—there had to be a balance. In some ways these elders were
anchors that kept the domestic boat steady and on an even keel. They also kept the best traditions alive in the
family, and it would be unfair to brush aside the contributions they made. Obviously there were some who did not
give as much as they received, but this is the way of life.
Eastern stories are full of horrors committed by mothers-in-law on young daughters-in-law who are entirely
unprotected. Part of this picture is true; but the average home, in which the older woman kept the balance between
sons’ wives and other dependent women in the family, should not be forgotten.
The plight of old people in Western countries is heartrending. They are unwanted, and society, by building
lavishly furnished and well-run homes for the aged, closes its eyes to the fact that four walls and three meals a day
do not mean “home” to any but the least sensitive of individuals. The race against time creates a pattern of fear in
the lives of both men and women, and growing old gracefully and accepting the inevitable is not very apparent.
Every time I see a head of hair in any of the shades recognized by fashion, above a face battered and unhappy, I
am full of sorrow for the poor woman who should be glorying in her age, full of happy memories of her earlier
life and content to accept the challenge of the future.
The family house belonged to everybody, and relatives could come at any time and stay as long as they wished.
It was their unquestioned right to do so. A tonga,\fn{A horse-drawn vehicle} piled high with luggage, would drive up
to the porch and a number of relatives would settle down in whichever room happened to be vacant, and if there
was no room it did not really matter because the Western concept of a room of one’s own did not exist.
Mattresses were put down on the floor in winter and string cots on the verandah in summer. Everybody was
perfectly happy. The orthodox ate in the Indian kitchen and others joined Father for meals in the Western dining
room. It did not seem strange to anyone.
Nor was it strange for a whole family to travel to a distant town to attend the wedding of a relative or close
friend. It was one of the few reasons to undertake the effort and expense of a long journey. The ladies stayed away
several weeks, and it was at marriages that one’s daughters were shown off and often betrothed. It was a sort of
Easter parade, when girls of marriageable age were decked out in their best and able to meet eligible bachelors.
This was possible among the Kashmiris for there was no purdah, and girls and boys met and mixed freely with
one another.
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The younger women of our family—my cousins' wives, or bhabis, as they were called—were forward-looking
for those days. Most of them spoke English and were interested in various activities outside the home. My cousin
Rameshwari Nehru\fn{The wife of my cousin Brijlal Nehru } (Bijju bhabi) had started a woman’s magazine called Stree
Darpan, The Woman’s Mirror, which was the equal in content of any modern woman’s magazine published in
America or the United Kingdom—probably better, since it dealt with subjects important to the Indian woman
such as the need for better education, inheritance, abolition of child marriage, divorce, remarriage of widows, and
the right to vote.
When the British government appointed a committee to fix the age of consent for girls, Rameshwari Nehru
was the only woman invited to serve on it and did so with distinction. She was ahead of her time in many ways,
knew Hindi and Urdu well and some Persian and Sanskrit. In English she was exceedingly well read. During the
Independence movement Gandhiji asked her to work in the Harijan uplift program, to which she completely
dedicated herself. Much later she became involved with the peace movement and was awarded a Lenin Prize. She
was one of the finest, most lovable women I have known, completely selfless and with a consuming energy to
work for whatever she believed in. There was no trace of malice in her—no envy or jealousy—but a lively sense
of humor and a charming humility. She had a long and fruitful life and left behind a memory that will always
inspire others.
Uma bhabi\fn{Uma Nehru, wife of my cousin Shyamlal Nehru } came from a Kashmiri family settled in south India.
She had had a wider education than was available to the girls of the north at that time. She even played the piano,
and of this my father was extremely proud! My childhood memory of Uma bhabi’s playing seemed to be a
constant repetition of “Home Sweet Home”, but I am sure I must be mistaken. My young cousins and I thought it
a stupid song and felt quite ashamed for Uma bhabi when she sang it.
Uma bhabi had other talents and later served on the Municipal Board and was elected chairman of the
Education Committee, a position that I occupied many years later. After Independence she became a member of
Parliament and did valuable work for women’s higher education and equality of opportunity in getting jobs.
There was Lado bhabi, the wife of my cousin Ladli Prasad Zutshi, and a renowned beauty of her day. I
remember as a child not only admiring her looks but being terribly proud that she belonged to us and comparing
her sparkle and her good looks with those of less fortunate women I met in other homes. She too gave herself to
the freedom struggle and suffered several jail sentences in consequence. It was the children of these cousins that
fell in my age group, with whom I grew up and who are today part of the wider family to which I cling.
My father’s pride in his family was tremendous, a feeling he passed on to each of us. The Nehrus, he seemed
to convey without actually saying so, were better than other people; they did certain things but others were just
not done. We grew up guided by this unwritten code of behavior. In our small community we stood out. We were
different because the family was more progressive than others and our way of living was foreign oriented.
Besides this, the Nehrus were amply endowed with charisma—a word not in use at the time—and quite a few
Kashmiri families thought us arrogant. Not long ago, I asked my cousin Bijju (B. K. Nehru), recently our High
Commissioner in London, if he would agree that the Nehrus as a family had been a trifle arrogant and perhaps still
were. He looked at me with his lazy smile and a twinkle in his eye.
“But of course. And why the hell shouldn’t we be?” was his reply!
Father’s great satisfaction lay in the fact that he kept the family united. It was not easy because there were
powerful forces that could have separated us. During the freedom movement, for instance, there were Nehrus with
Gandhi and Nehrus in the government that Gandhi opposed.
In spite of this the family tie remained strong and Anand Bhawan’s welcoming doors remained open to every
Nehru. It was their home no matter what their political affiliation. This was a measure of my father’s genuine love
for every member of his family, which he kept in a compartment separate from politics. It was also, in my view, a
measure of his greatness.
A characteristic of the Nehrus was their quick but short-lived temper. In my own case I like to think this may
be partly due to the code word “Tempest” by which my arrival in the world was cabled to my father. I have the
mercurial qualities of a tempest, and perhaps this quality has made me more interesting—I do not know—it is for
others to say!
The family records contain an amusing story about this special characteristic. An ancestor, Pandit Mansa Ram
Nehru, was married to a beautiful young woman whom he loved dearly and who was never allowed to visit her
parents because he said he could not exist without her. One day business took him far from home and his wife
thought this a suitable opportunity to pay the long delayed visit.

26

Pandit Mansa Ram returned unexpectedly, found his wife absent, and was enraged. He sent her a message
saying that unless she was back by a certain date, he would find himself another wife. The young woman did not
take this threat seriously and delayed her return.
But Pandit Mansa Ram was in dead earnest. His anger had been growing and he could not bear to think that
one on whom his happiness and peace of mind depended should defy him. He decided to teach her a lesson. He
set out for Kashmir, where he married the first willing young woman.
On his return home he found his wife was back. At sight of her all his plans were upset. There was a passionate
reunion and the second wife was informed that she might stay on only if she cared to serve the elder lady but
would not be required to fulfill any other function!
The chronicle does not record her decision.
5
My Father, Motilal Nehru, became a legend in his lifetime, and many stories are told about him—each more
heavily embroidered than the last.
Strangely enough no one, as far as I know, has ever tried to present a clear picture of the man as he really was
—his home life, his hobbies, or his early fight against reaction and superstition, which he opposed at a time when
such opposition meant social ostracism. With him action followed swiftly when he believed in an issue. Speaking
six decades and more ago at a provincial conference in Agra, he pleaded with the delegates not to confine
themselves to passing resolutions and went on to state what, for those days, was an exceedingly daring sentiment.
Declaring himself an Indian first and a Brahman afterward, he told the conference he would not follow any
custom of the Brahmans, however sanctified by age and authority, if it came in the way of his duties as a true
Indian.
Sixty-four years later, in independent India, there continue to be few Indians but many members of the various
caste groups—a sad commentary on our national life.
Father’s personal valet for many years, Bhola Ram, belonged to the Harijan community, and Hari Lal, my
brother’s valet, also an “Untouchable,”\fn{ After the coming of Gandhi this word was not used; in its place was harijan, child of
God} became well known in his own right as a member of the Uttar Pradesh legislature. My own cook, Budhilal,
who has been with the family for forty-three years, and his brother, Tulsi Ram, who served my brother until he
died, both Harijans, are to us the equal of any Brahman of the highest group. It is a joy as well as a matter of pride
to know that their children are educated, hold good positions, and have considerably raised their standard of living
because of our encouragement and trust.
In the Uttar Pradesh Assembly one of the able younger ministers is a lawyer and the grandson of one of the
Anand Bhawan employees. He was a Harijan, known technically as a member of the scheduled class. There are
others also, who, but for the fact that my father had the courage of his convictions, would not have been able to
make good as they have done.\fn{The Indian constitution recognizes two types of scheduled classes. As W explains: “The
Scheduled Castes (SCs) and Scheduled Tribes (STs) are two groups of historically disadvantaged people recognized in the Constitution of
India. During the period of British rule in the Indian subcontinent, they were known as the Depressed Classes. In modern literature, the
Scheduled Castes are sometimes referred to as Dalits. The Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes comprise about 16.6 percent and 8.6
percent, respectively, of India’s population (according to the 2011 census). The Constitution (Scheduled Castes) Order, 1950 lists 1,108
castes across 29 states in its First Schedule, and the Constitution (Scheduled Tribes) Order, 1950 lists 744 tribes across 22 states in its First
Schedule.”}

Parliamentary debates and various demands asking for a better deal for Harijans seem hypocritical to me. If
those who shouted loudest had done one fraction of what my father did more than half a century ago the problem,
by now, would have been resolved and all Hindus emotionally and socially integrated.
Father was a rebel and an iconoclast from his earliest years. His great delight was to attack blindly accepted
patterns. At a time when social life was circumscribed and lived according to a confining set of rules, our family,
because of Father’s courage, was able to break many artificial barriers erected by caste and community. He boldly
opposed everything he considered harmful to development and social progress and which had no merit other than
the sanction of time.
A voyage to the West did not mean “crossing the black water” to him, nor was he prepared to do penance for
the “sin” of having eaten “forbidden” food. He put into his fight against reaction and prejudice all the drive he
later put into the freedom struggle.
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There were no half measures with him. He hated all forms of humbug and hypocrisy and attacked them
wherever they existed. The disapproval of conservative sections of society that predicted a sad future for him
amused him greatly, and he made jokes about it in the family circle. Fear of being ostracized by his own
community disturbed him not at all.
He was severely criticized for his preference for the Western way of life. When he sent his only son to Harrow
there was a great deal of hostile comment, but when I was allowed the same freedom as if I were a boy, many
heads were shaken in sorrow and in anger.
I remember one incident when I had just returned from a ride and went into Father’s study to greet him. I
found him in a state of great amusement. It was impossible to resist those peals of warm, happy laughter. He had
been talking to a wealthy landowner who was one of his clients. Father had just won a lawsuit for him that was a
cause célèbre in the province, and the old gentleman looked upon Father as a personal friend as well as a legal
adviser.
He was very old-fashioned and did not believe in freedom for women. I was the subject of the conversation
and he was asking what Father envisioned my future to be.
“Is it necessary,” he asked, “to let an Indian girl behave in the uncouth manner of the English? Why is she
being educated according to foreign standards and being given so much freedom? Do you intend to make her into
a lawyer like yourself?”
This last remark had been the reason for my father’s amusement. As I entered the room Father asked me if I
would like to read law.
Twenty-seven years later, when I was a Minister in the Congress government of Uttar Pradesh, I often wished I
had studied law. The old gentleman’s son sat facing me on the Opposition benches of the State legislature. He
seemed no more reconciled to my position than his father had been to my upbringing, but India was moving
forward.
There were many sides to Father’s character—the tenderness he showed to his family and his interest in the
smallest experience of the youngest member; his identification with all those little events that go to the making of
a day when he himself was in the midst of absorbing and important work; his exquisite courtesy, his biting
sarcasm, and his wrath (and there is no other word to describe it) when he was aroused.
But more characteristic than any of these was his laughter, which was like no other laugh I have ever heard. It
was a complete reflection of his successful personality. It echoed through the house giving it life and well-being,
and we were all affected by it and responded to it. In the evenings before dinner when he sat surrounded by family
and friends, this wonderful laugh was a vitalizing force for the entire household.
Father was particular about the way he dressed and disliked equally sloppiness of attire and sloppiness of
mind. He was always well groomed himself, and mentally alert, and expected the same of others. Like Indians of
his class and generation, he mostly wore European clothes outside the home. In the house his dress was the
traditional pajama and kurta of Uttar Pradesh—wide trousers and a knee-length shirt of fine muslin, and for
ceremonial occasions a long black or white coat or achkan with white trousers that are close-fitting and look like
leggings.
A ridiculous story still circulating is that he sent his linen to Europe to be laundered. He may have bought this
linen in Europe, though of this I am very doubtful, but it certainly did not go there to be washed. I do not know
what laundries in Europe were like at the beginning of the century, but, having had experience of them in several
Western capitals during the last three decades, I would not compare the existing ones with the work of Gangadin,
the family dhobi,\fn{Washerman} who was an artist and who, together with his ever-increasing brood of children,
took care of the laundry problems of our large household. Often in my elegant embassies I have thought of him as
one beautiful and costly piece of linen after another was ruined by the harsh treatment of laundries and
disinterested maids.
Father was a bon vivant and a perfectionist in all things. He would not accept second best in anything.
Everything around him had to be right. He entertained lavishly and gracefully. Dinner parties in our home, Anand
Bhawan, were occasions to be remembered. The guests were carefully chosen, the dining table set with
Sèvres,\fn{A very fine French china:H} crystal, and silver, and with flowers to match the particular dinner set used that
night. Father maintained that good food must be well served and choice wine must have the best crystal available
to contain it.
During his visits to Europe he would bring back any beautiful article that caught his fancy. On one occasion he
came back with a set of lovely Bohemian glass. This, it seemed, was similar to a set just bought by King Edward
VII. My mother did not approve.
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“Who in Allahabad is going to appreciate these,” she asked, "and why should we be like King Edward?”
Father replied that he bought things for his own enjoyment and it made no difference to him how few shared
his pleasure.
Among his hobbies were his knowledge of and interest in jewels. There were, at that time, two foreign
jewelers’ shops in Allahabad: Dill and Company and Betchler and Company, both Swiss, I think. Mr. Dill and Mr.
Betchler were personal friends of Father’s. He would often go and sit in their back rooms and examine any special
jewels that the firms had received. Had he not had the heavy responsibility of a large family I am sure he would
himself have become a collector of precious stones. Before my brother’s wedding he made time from his many
commitments to design some of the jewels for the bride and found great enjoyment in doing do.
An entirely different interest was homeopathy.\dn{ A system of treatment of disease begun by a German naturalist,
Hahnemann. Homeopathic medicines are powders given in very small does and this system of medicine is very popular in India } He
devoted a little time every morning to people who came for treatment. I was his “compounder”—made notes of
cases for him, read up information he needed, interviewed the patients, and distributed medicines. If a case was
difficult and was not recovering, he would sit up late into the night studying it. The number of his patients grew
beyond what he could deal with, and a young homeopathic practitioner was employed by him to attend to the
daily work, but he continued to attend to special cases himself.
He was fond of riding and hunting when possible, and in his younger days he played a good game of tennis.
We had a stable of riding horses and we learned to ride almost as soon as we could walk. Our riding master was
our coachman, a retired subedar,\fn{In the Indian army, the highest rank for an under-officer. The equivalent in the British army is
the regimental sergeant major} Mohammed Hussain, who did not really approve of girls being taught to ride. He was a
hard teacher and very proud of my sister and me, though he would never have admitted this.
In those days of horses and carriages Father drove himself to court in what was then known as a “dogcart.” He
had a pure-blooded Arab mare called “Queen of the Road” of whom he was very fond. One of the highlights of
my babyhood, when I could not have been more than three years old, was waiting with my ayah\fn{Nurse} in the
garden for Father to return from court. As soon as he pulled up I was lifted onto the seat by his side and he drove
me round the drive. Afterward I fed lumps of sugar or a carrot to the “Queen” and trotted along by Father’s side to
his room where, after thanking him in flowery Urdu, I received a kiss and went back to the nursery. This was not a
daily occurrence but quite frequent and always very exciting.
*\fn{These are my internal divisions. In some chapters the author moves quickly from topic to topic, and it seems somewhat confusing to
read a text without this sort of aid. The chapter divisions, of course, are entirely hers:H }
My mother came from a conservative Kashmiri Brahman family settled in the Punjab. She was fourteen when
she was married and there had been no Western influence in her upbringing. She was like a little ivory figurine,
with big almond-shaped hazel eyes and bright chestnut hair falling in thick waves below her waist. Her actions
and behavior were quiet and restrained in the manner of the well-bred Indian woman, and, in spite of many
limiting factors, she was never out of place in any society.
She understood but spoke no English, yet this did not prevent her from doing her duties as a hostess at
Western-style parties, and she accompanied her husband when they were invited to English homes. She even wore
the hideous blouses then in fashion in the West, blouses which did not go well with Indian dress, and she had a
Western hair style, also most inappropriate but the “done” thing in so-called modern homes of the day.
Mother’s horizon did not extend beyond her family. Her philosophy of life was simple and her mind
uncluttered by doubts. She accepted the background and traditions that she had inherited and was content to
function unquestioningly within that framework. She was religious and in this too she followed a set traditional
pattern. Devotion to husband and family, which is deeply rooted in Indian women, was strongly developed in her,
and she gave my father unswerving loyalty in all things. Even when she herself could not accept or approve, she
would offer no obstruction to his wishes. In spite of every outward appearance of fragility, she had a considerable
reserve of inner strength which was obviously the sustaining force in the uncongenial atmosphere in which she
was obliged to spend the greater part of her life.
Those early days of the century were full of contrasts on many levels and were nowhere so vividly expressed
and so tolerantly accepted as in our home. My mother’s rigid orthodoxy was confined to her side of the house and
in no way affected the pattern of my father’s life. In a carnivorous Kashmiri household she was a strict vegetarian,
in surroundings where religion was scoffed at she continued, with quiet dignity, her prayers and her religious fasts
and all the paraphernalia of Hindu worship.
She fed Brahmans and bathed in the Ganga on appropriate occasions, and sometimes she went on pilgrimage
to the holy places, Varanasi or Dwarka or Rameshwaram. Living in Allahabad, the ancient Prayag, we were on
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holy ground ourselves for Prayag ranks high in priority among the places of pilgrimage. Where the rivers Ganga
and Jamuna join each other is called the Sangam, and it is specially meritorious to bathe there when the stars are
propitious.
The scene at the Sangam at any bathing festival today is not so very different from what it must have been a
thousand years ago except that now planes, trains, buses, and bicycles bring the pilgrims who, in an earlier age,
walked long distances in their bare feet for the purifying dip in the sacred river. Pilgrimage, in my father’s view,
was a waste of time, and he teased Mother by saying,
“Pilgrimages should lead to the West—to Europe, to America, in search of the key to progress so that we can
open the door to a fuller, richer life for ourselves.” Then seeing her look unhappy, he would say,
“I do not have to go on pilgrimage because my relations with the Almighty are cordial. He understands me. I
have a feeling that on my last journey He will not expect me to struggle unaided across the Vaitarini,\fn{ A
mythological river leading to the land of the dead, the same as the Greek river Styx } but will probably provide a motor launch
with a high-powered Rolls Royce engine to take me over.” By this time Mother’s distress would be so apparent
that he would hasten to add,
“If this should happen I know it will be due to your good life and intercession. So, of course, you must go on
your pilgrimage.”
No two people could have been more unlike each other than my parents. The only things they shared in
common were their children, and even in this my mother did not get her fair share, for I was my father’s child in
all respects. He was the dominating influence in my life. I loved him deeply and he was my ideal of all that was
great and good and honorable. Even his fits of anger, which shook the whole house, passed me by. He was a
loving and too-indulgent parent and I never remember a harsh word from him, even when my own conduct had
distressed him.
His outstanding quality was his love of life and of his fellowmen, and it is my good fortune to have inherited
these. I have been in love with life since I was born. I get the most out of every experience, and living to me
means involvement with the human race and its problems.
6
Allahabad was a gracious town. There were long tree-lined avenues, well laid out public gardens, and large
houses standing in the midst of smooth green lawns. It was known for its High Court, where many stars of the
legal profession practiced and made great names for themselves. The university with its sprawling campus held a
prestigious position in the province.
The town was divided into the English and the Indian quarters, and only comparatively few Indians could
afford to live in the Civil Lines, as the English sector was called. The Civil Lines had an English shopping center
where British goods, particularly wearing apparel, were available. There was a beautiful park named for Prince
Khusru, and Company Bagh,\fn{Garden} called after the East India Company, where a military band played Western music every Saturday, and people drove out in their smart carriages to take the air and listen to the music.
The benches in this park were marked “for Europeans Only,” and for this reason were not used. The
“Europeans,” or, rather, the wives of the British officials, sat in their carriages, and the few Indians who went to
the park would not risk an insult so walked around the garden or sat on the grass.
Beyond the Civil Lines lay the Indian section with its narrow roads, winding lanes, open drains, and illventilated houses. But behind these lanes were the palatial mansions of wealthy bankers and landowners, a
different world in every respect from the well-planned and well-ordered life that existed in the Civil Lines.
The main bazaar was called Chowk, and on either side of the road were small shops raised above street level
on wooden planks, where one could find silks and brocades, fine muslins, piece goods, and vast quantities of
Western china, glass, and foreign groceries. In the center of Chowk was the big sprawling fruit and vegetable
market where shopping was always difficult owing to the numbers of whining beggars and diseased dogs, and
even several cows lying across the entrance.
No one seemed to mind these and there were no complaints. The dogs, the beggars and the cows—especially
the cows—had as much right to be there as anyone else—perhaps more so, since they had no other place to go!
Beyond Chowk lay lanes, each named for a trade where the special article of that calling could be obtained.
There was the ironmongers’ lane, the lane of the goldsmiths, the long narrow lane of coppersmiths, where shining
pots and pans piled high on the stall were a constant attraction to passersby. This was a popular shopping center
for women, who came in large numbers at all times but especially during the days before the festival of Diwali
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when, according to custom, every housewife purchases a new copper or brass utensil for luck. The merchant did a
brisk trade, as well-to-do people sometimes bought the year’s supply of kitchen requirements at this time. The air
was full of noise—the harsh voices of women bargaining and the clang of dishes being weighed on a pair of
gigantic scales precariously balanced on the edge of a narrow plank.
Sweets and the highly spiced savories Indians enjoy were made in the street of the sweet vendors called
Lokenath Mahadeo after the temple of Shiva in the vicinity. Rules of hygiene were noticeably absent but the
products turned out were equally pleasing to the taste and to the eye—one did not hear of people falling ill.
Shopping in the modern sense was unknown in my childhood. Ladies of good family never visited the bazaars
and seldom went even to the English shops in the Western section of the town. When Mother wanted new clothes
the shops came to her. When jewels had to be purchased, jewelers came from Delhi or Bombay.
*
Our home, Anand Bhawan, was situated in the Western section of the town. It lived up to its name for it was a
happy house, a place where all were welcome, and it was always bustling with activity. I do not remember any
long peaceful periods such as I now enjoy in my own home. Everyone seemed to be involved, and happily so, in
work and play or whatever the interest might be, and the sound of laughter was what guests always associated
with Anand Bhawan.
Father had bought the house the year before I was born. It was a large rambling house, having been added to
from time to time, and gave the impression of being several stories high, although this was not the case. It was the
many terraces on different levels that gave this effect. Anand Bhawan stood in the midst of a spacious garden,
which was Father’s special joy. It had tennis courts, a riding ring for the children, an orchard, and an indoor
swimming pool.
In the middle of the building was a big, square, open courtyard with shallow steps leading up to a deep
verandah running all the way round and onto which opened the bedrooms. A tiered fountain in the center of the
courtyard was used during the hot summer evenings and kept the temperature bearable. Sometimes, when there
was a party in the courtyard, the tiers of the fountain were filled with chunks of ice and sweet smelling flowers
whose scent was wafted into the bedrooms.
Parties in Anand Bhawan were popular whether they were informal ones in the courtyard or formal ones in the
dining room. The reason was Father’s meticulous attention to detail and his talent in getting the right people
together.
Our home too was divided into Indian and Western sections. The reception and dining rooms and Father’s
offices were in the front of the house overlooking the garden. It was here that Western-style parties were held.
Indian social life went on in another part of the house, which was run in the traditional manner with a Brahman
cook and Hindu servants.
Although this was Mother’s domain it was her elder sister who really attended to all the details. She had been
widowed in her teens and, as remarriage was forbidden, such women could only fulfill themselves through service
to others. Our aunt, Bibima, was beautiful and intelligent, and in a more liberal society she could have expressed
herself in many ways. In India she was condemned to a life of work for others. We adored her and she loved us all
dearly, and this love was later passed on to our children.
It was the Indian custom to sit on the floor, and our rooms had carpets, big bolsters, low stools, and cushions
strewn around. There were also low divans called takhts in the living rooms. These too had bolsters to lean against
and were far more appropriate than the cheap Western-style tables and chairs which afterward came into fashion.
Because one sat on the floor, shoes were removed before entering a room. It was also important for the feet to be
absolutely clean at all times. Women always washed their feet before going to bed, and I remember, during the hot
summer evenings, Mother sitting in the courtyard while her maid washed her tiny feet in a silver basin with cold
water poured from a silver pitcher. It was a daily ritual because Mother insisted that the soles of one’s feet should
be as soft as the palms of one’s hands. First the feet were soaked, then the heels were rubbed with pumice stone
before soap was applied. The last item was a fragrant oil gently massaged into the feet.
As this was something we had seen every day of our lives it gave me great sorrow during the freedom
movement, when our way of life had changed drastically, to see these perfect little feet rough and uncared for and
that gallant woman, always before surrounded by every kind of luxury, sharing without a murmur the difficulties
that became our daily lot. It is not easy to put into words, but Mother’s feet somehow became for me symbolic of
the hardships we had to endure during that period.
An important person connected with our household was Munshi Mubarak Ali. He came from a highly
esteemed Muslim family who were refugees in Allahabad from the Mutiny of 1857. 1 suppose one could best
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describe him as comptroller of the household. He was greatly beloved by us all and was a handsome and striking
figure, with his upright carriage, fine graying beard, and courtly manners.
The Western side of our house was looked after by Miss Smith, the Anglo-Indian housekeeper, and the
Christian, Muslim, or “untouchable” servants. A special member of the staff was our ayah, Jessie. She resembled
Aunt Jemima of pancake fame and was a Catholic who went regularly to Mass, told us Bible stories, sprinkled
holy water, and lit candles for us when anyone was ill. But she had a habit of disappear ing on every Hindu
holiday. This infuriated Mother, especially when she discovered that Jessie was visiting some so-called holy man
or taking active part in a Hindu festival. One day Mother told Jessie she must make a firm decision about her
religion as she would not allow her to have a holiday on every feast—whether Hindu or Christian—in the
calendar.
Jessie was indignant.
“I am a good Christian and the Bishop will vouch for me,” she said. “I go to Mass and Confession, but I am
not going to leave my religion to please you!”
To the end of her days, and she lived to be eighty, she continued in this fashion giving her devotion to the
Church as well as to the Hindu faith. Very much later I came across much this same attitude when I was Governor
of Maharashtra. One of my butlers, a Catholic from Goa, was greatly disturbed because he could not get his
young sister suitably married. I was surprised because the girl was pretty and reasonably well educated. The
reason, it seemed, was that the family were converts from among the Saraswat Brahmans of Goa and could marry
only into a family converted from the same caste. That day I decided in my mind that the caste system and India
were inseparable!
As a child I believed that educated Indians spoke Urdu but those employed by them spoke English for, apart
from Miss Smith, there was de Souza, the cook, and Mr. Dickson, the Anglo-Indian electrician who looked after
the generator and who later, when motor cars came, was in charge of the garage. And there was Miss Ingles, the
Eurasian nurse, who spent most of the year with Mother. All these people could speak Hindustani\fn{ The popular
language of India, a mixture of Hindi and Urdu} but considered it a loss of prestige to do so!
*
When I think of the way we lived I am amazed at our utter disregard of time and consideration for others.
There seemed to be no coordination about meals or anything else and ours was merely a reflection of the well-todo Indian home. Except for Father, whose meals were regular, adjusted to his working hours, and eaten in the
Western dining room, the other members of the large family ate wherever and whenever it suited them. All day
long servants were running back and forth between the kitchen to wherever the meal was served, carrying hot
phulkas\fn{Indian whole wheat bread} and replacement of other dishes. Tea trays went to separate rooms at different
times.
Only dinner was eaten in a proper manner in the dining room because Father liked his family around him, and
unless there was some very real reason for absence, all the members of the household were present round the big
dining table for the evening meal.
On festival days and holidays or when Indian dinner parties took place we used the long marble dining room
where we sat on the floor on gaily colored pieces of carpet and ate with our fingers in silver thals—big round
trays with raised edges. In each tray were small bowls, each containing different kinds of meat or fish or
vegetables. Here the servants did not serve the food. They brought it from the kitchen and passed it through a
hatch and the daughters and daughters-in-law of the family served it to the guests.
Father often made the final decisions on the menu, Eastern or Western, and also gave instructions to the cook
on how he wished a special dish to be presented. This was a source of irritation to all the women of the house.
The food of India is as varied as its people. Each region has its own cuisine and they are as different from one
another as the Scandinavian from the Spanish. The term “curry” stems from a concoction made by a Colonel
Brown a century ago for those Anglo-Indian colonels and others who, having served in India for a period, found
their palates unable to appreciate the blandness of the English diet.
This curry powder must have considerably enriched Colonel Brown’s heirs. No housewife in India would use a
ready-made mixture. The delicacy and success of a meal depend largely on the care with which spices are selected
and used. The coriander, cumin, ginger, turmeric, chili, and others are bought whole, then ground, strained, and
placed in airtight jars or tins to retain their flavor.
Kashmiri food, for which our community is renowned, is to the rest of India what the French cuisine is to
Europe. It is rich and tasty and is served with imagination. Rice is the staple article of diet in Kashmir, and
Kashmiris settled in other parts of India still eat a good deal of it.
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Our rice has nothing in common with the coarse article of the same name that one sees in Europe, and which
often cooks up into a sticky ball. The grains are long and delicately shaped and have a faint aroma. When cooked
they look like flakes of snow and each grain is separate from the other.
Rice is cooked in various kinds of pilafs with meat, chicken, or vegetables. These dishes are a meal in themselves. There are also different kinds of “sweet rice” that are eaten with curds or thick cream and are delicately
flavored with saffron and cooked with almonds, pistachios, and raisins. Sometimes pieces of pineapple or orange
are also added. Sweets and sometimes even pilaf are covered with thin, real silver leaf, which is edible and which
plays an important part in decoration.\fn{ Silver leaf for edible decoration is made by beating a small piece of real silver until it is
as fine as air, of a blow-away consistency. It is placed between pieces of paper and delicately applied to sweets and pilafs served to guests
at parties}

Kashmiris love cheese and use a form of cottage cheese in many ways, especially cooked with vegetables. A
well-served meal is colorful, consisting of nine, ten, or more courses for parties, not counting the rice or the
various pickles that are always served. The meal is planned with due respect to appearance and should not contain
any two dishes of the same color. A bowl of meat roasted brown with spices will have next to it mince cooked
with spinach giving it the color of emeralds, then a bowl of cottage cheese fried with rich, red tomatoes, then
lentils delicately golden, and a series of vegetables and kababs—ground meat with spices—making the meal
attractive to sight and taste alike. All the courses are served at the same time in small silver or metal bowls and
placed in the thaI, the round silver or metal tray. Various kinds of bread made of wheat and other grains are served
hot as one eats, and the bowls of food are constantly replenished.
*
In spite of seeming disorganized, our little world was a place in which life moved to a steady rhythm and every
detail of one’s existence conformed to a plan. One was born, grew up, married, carried on family traditions. There
was no change, and little desire for change. A large family involved constant work and organization, and the
women were always busy with a hundred and one chores regardless of their social position or the amount of
domestic help they had.
The first days of each month were full of great domestic activity for this was the time when stores were laid in,
when large quantities of rice and lentils were cleaned, and whole wheat ground into flour for the kitchen. Stone
hand mills were used, and grinding took hours of hard labor. The wheat was piled up in the kitchen verandah and
the wives of the gardeners and grooms came to do the grinding.
Each mill was worked by two girls at a time. Sitting on the ground opposite each other with veils thrown back,
legs spread out, hands on the wooden handle, they moved their arms in graceful circular movements, their bodies
swaying back and forth as they worked. Gradually as their speed increased, they burst into song, keeping time to
the whirring of the mill.
At the end of the day, a huge mountain of flour took the place of the stacked wheat and this was placed in big
steel casks and stored away.
*
All festivals and birthdays were observed traditionally in our home. The Kashmiri New Year, Navroz, was our
big day. It falls in March and is celebrated in all Kashmiri homes. The night before, the lady of the house arranged
a tray with new wheat, flowers, a small bowl of yogurt, a mirror, a pen, a gold or silver coin, green almonds, and
the vermillion powder that is used as a caste mark on the forehead. Early in the morning she carried this tray into
every room, beginning with the head of the house. One looked into the mirror, kissed the coin, ate a couple of
almonds, and had the vermillion put on one’s forehead.
It was a day for wearing new clothes and visiting other Kashmiri homes. On these visits the women carried a
lump of salt and a sheaf of green gram\fn{Green chickpea}—all symbolic of spring and life’s foundations. Presents
of money were given to the children and there was always a party in our home for the clan.
Weeks before, the preparations would begin. Shopping in the modern sense was not known. The shops came to
the house and various merchants with whom the family dealt brought the required merchandise from which the
women of the family chose their clothes. Mother would sit on her takht in her own living room surrounded by
cottons, silks, and brocades, and the girls and daughters-in-law of the family would choose what they wanted to
wear at the various festivals. It was one of the exciting events of an otherwise unruffled existence.
Among other festivals observed in our home was Diwali, the feast of lights.
On this day Lakshmi, the goddess of good fortune, walks abroad. In the evening all homes and buildings are lit
with little earthen lamps in which a wick is floated in oil. Lakshmi is a capricious lady who does not like the dark
and visits only those places brightly lit, which is why even the simplest homes have lights on this night. Lakshmi
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is also a gambler, and it is usual for the evening to be devoted to gambling on a large scale. In earlier times
fortunes were won and lost on this day.
Holi is a festival marking the beginning of the summer and is mainly observed in north India. It is a time of
abandon and revelry. Colored powder and colored water are squirted by people on one another, and, though it is
not altogether a pretty sight, young people get a great deal of fun out of it. There are special dishes that go with
each festival, and these were prepared days in advance, giving plenty of work to the staff as well as to the family.
Birthdays were semi-religious occasions as there was always a puja (family worship) in the morning. Other
than this it was just a day of happiness. The equivalent of a birthday cake in Indian homes is kheer, an elegant rice
pudding—though this is far too simple a description. Beyond the fact that it is composed of rice and milk there is
no other comparison in looks or taste. Kheer is flavored with rose water, almonds, and pistachios and served in
small earthenware bowls covered with silver leaf.
*
Like elsewhere there are a great number of sweets in India, some special to different regions and others known
to the whole country. They are all delicious but rather too sweet, and Indians as a people eat far too much sugar
and sweets for their own good.
In my part of India the day began in many homes with hot jalebis, deliciously crisp, hot sweets eaten with
morning tea or milk. Those who belong to Allahabad swear that there are no jalebis to compare with those of Neta
Halwai, a well-known confectioner of the town. Even now Allahabad is “home” to us, and when any of us go
there our first request is for hot jalebis at breakfast.
*
The life of the house had another side. Where there were so many young women there was also time and care
spent on one’s looks. Western beauty products were unknown and creams in jars or lotions in bottles not sold in
the market. They were prepared at home.
In our home one of the basic beauty products was a dough made of orange rind powdered and mixed with a
pinch of plain flour and the top of the cream off the morning milk. This was kneaded together and with it the face,
neck, arms, hands, and even the feet, if desired, were massaged, sometime before one had one’s morning bath.
This treatment left a permanent glow on the face, with the fragrance of orange lingering on the skin.
Henna leaves finely powdered were made into a paste and used on the palms of the hand in all sorts of intricate
designs and also put on the nails. This is customary not only at weddings but also on special festive occasions. In
the hot weather the henna is applied to the soles of the feet to keep them cool.
Soap was considered bad for the skin, and powdered gram flour, besan, was largely used in its place. Many
kinds of balms, lotions, and oils made from herbs and flowers were in use and were good for the health as well as
very effective for beauty.
*
In the West I now see beauty parlors and cosmetic shops using or selling the products used by us over the
centuries and recommending them to their clients as better and more pure than those in fashion earlier. It is the
same on many other levels—dress, food, and even politics.
It needs time and patience, and if India has patience she may see her ideas and pattern of life introduced in the
West as if they were their own special creation!
The other side of the picture is a sad one, for we in India have become great imitators of the West. This makes
us despise things until the mark of approval has been given by America or Europe. The “slave mentality”, as
Mahatma Gandhi called it, is far more serious than political slavery because it is more difficult to dislodge. I hope
that we are beginning to realize this and will not abandon our own ways but will delight in sharing with the world
those things that are specially Indian, for our mutual benefit.
7
I have been writing as if I were an only child and in a sense this was true, because the difference in age
between my brother, my sister, and myself was so great that we were all brought up separately.
My brother was eleven years older and my sister, Krishna, seven years younger than I. He was fourteen when
he left for Harrow and at the time of his one brief visit home I was still a very small girl—there could be no
question of companionship between us. To my baby sister I was a little mother from the beginning and more and
more so as we grew up, for her adolescence came at a time when the foundations of our well-ordered life were
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being shaken. By the time she was in her teens I was married and Anand Bhawan was being remolded to the
Gandhian design.
She missed much of the fun I had had and was somewhat neglected because the new changes claimed
everybody’s attention. This left her with a feeling of insecurity which she was never wholly able to shake off even
after she was married and had a family of her own. She was an attractive girl with beautiful hazel eyes, a bright
vivacious person of many talents, a zest for life, and always surrounded by friends.
In India anyone older than oneself is never called by name but is referred to by the relationship, and, as we
have different names for maternal and paternal relatives, it is easy to know who is being spoken of. As our brother
was older than my sister and I we called him Bhai and my sister called me Didda, which is one of the words used
for an older sister.
A brother occupies a very special position in India. He is the guardian and protector of his sister, whose attitude
to him borders on adoration. Brother’s Day—Bhaiya Dui—which follows the festival of Diwali, is an important
occasion all over the country. The sister and brother renew the pledge of affection to each other and the brother
gives his sister a gift. In all religious ceremonies the brother‘s part is symbolic of this relationship. In a period
where women had no rights, personal, civil, or political, where there was no divorce for Hindu women and they
were recognized through their relationship to a father, husband, brother, or son, the role of the brother was one of
the greatest importance in the life of the sister, and his home practically the only protection she had in case of
marital or other troubles.
My unreasoning love for my brother did me considerable harm in my political life. I have a mind of my own
and have always been able to use it whether in small matters or larger decisions. But gradually I found myself
accepting Bhai’s views without any questioning. It is one thing to implement a policy or carry out instructions of
one’s party leader but quite another to shut one’s own mind and abandon one’s judgment in favor of that of
someone else, however loved and able.
This was also unfair to Bhai, who never tried to bring pressure on anyone. His way was to lead you to the
threshold of your own mind and let you do the rest.
My parents took me with them to England when my brother went to Harrow. I have no special memories of
this visit, but two incidents have been repeated so often that I sometimes feel I actually remem bered them. The
first was my fifth birthday party at Bad Ems where my parents were taking the cure\fn{ Bad Ems is a health spa in
Germany} and to which my father invited a whole school to tea to celebrate the occasion.
The second incident simply shows me up as a very precocious infant. It seems we had all gone to the Earl’s
Court Exhibition and Father got separated from us. My mother, who as usual was wearing far too many pieces of
jewelry—including a nose ornament, which always attracted attention—was alarmed. Her knowledge of English
was limited and she had no money with her and did not know how we could get back to our hotel. The story goes
that I told her if she could get a cab there would be no question of payment as the porter at the hotel would take
care of this.
We reached home safely just as Father was desperately seeking police aid. This incident led to Mother’s
wearing fewer jewels when she went out, so it was perhaps a good thing!
When we returned home to India an English governess, Miss Lillian Hooper, accompanied us. There could not
have been a better choice for she was adaptable and learned our language and our ways very quickly and, being
practical, she stood no nonsense from me. Having come for two years she stayed for sixteen and only left us to get
married. Even after her marriage she and her husband, a government official, continued to live in India for some
years.
Miss Hooper, soon known as Toopie, had become so much a part of our family that Father gave her away at
her wedding and had a reception for her in our garden. From this fine English woman I received more than I was
ever able to repay. In a very short time she had changed my outward appearance into that of a little English girl of
the period, including the hideous corkscrew curls. Discipline was imposed, food habits regulated, and, most
annoying of all, early bed enforced in the evening.
I had been called Nanhi in the family though my given name was Sarup Kurnari. This is quite a usual custom,
for Nanhi means “little one.” Toopie soon changed this to Nan and Nan I have remained since then, especially to
my Western friends. My sister was named Krishna Kumari and called Beti, meaning “daughter”. Toopie promptly
called her Betty. My sister did not like this and went back to her own name as soon as she grew up, but in the
family we continued to call her Betty or Beti.
*
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Winter does not last long on the plains of north India, and by early April severe dust storms descend without
warning. These follow a pattern, always coming at the same time of the day. The heat continues to increase, and
presently the dust storms give place to a scorching wind known as the loo. This is a difficult period to live through
—the loo dries up the grass and flowers and only mangoes and melons thrive, and the jacaranda, and the
flamboyant laburnum tree, which flaunts its gaudy blossoms defying the heat.
There was no electricity and living was adjusted to the climate. A new schedule of activity was followed and,
looking back on it, I feel it was in many ways more healthful and not so austere as it may sound. Rooms were
closed to the sun by nine o’clock in the morning and the heat was somewhat relieved by hand-pulled fans. A pole
was suspended horizontally from the ceiling and a cloth frill attached to it. There was a thin rope by which a man
or woman sitting outside the room pulled the fan. This process went on all day, the fan pullers, or punkha coolies,
as they were called, being replaced every two hours. There were also large palm-leaf fans, which were waved by
men when one sat outside in the evenings.
Another method of old-fashioned air conditioning used curtains of a fragrant-smelling grass, khus, later made
famous in a perfume by Guerlain. These curtains were fixed to all doors and windows leading outside the house
and kept moist by sprinkling water on them. When the hot loo blew through the khus curtain the air inside was
cool and scented lightly.
It was not possible to sleep in a bedroom in the hot weather so, as the sun went down and the heat diminished,
life was lived on the lawn or some part of the garden or on the terrace. Indian beds are light wood frames with
heavy tape crisscrossed and attached to the frame. When the tape gets loose it can be tightened. These are called
niwar beds and are very comfortable. They can easily be taken in and out, and sleeping outside used to be the
general custom. Sleeping in the open inevitably led to early rising and one’s day began soon after sunrise.
India is full of sounds and all of them are memories of my childhood. During the hot summers when one slept
on the lawn there was the call of the night watchmen shouting to one another that all was well in the compounds
they guarded. They made their voices as bloodcurdling as possible and I used to pull the bedclothes over my ears
to keep out the sound. There was the wailing of children and the barkings of dogs—sometimes the terrifying howl
of jackals searching for food in the distance.
But as morning neared the sounds grew gentler. There was the noisy chirping of sparrows on the lawn, the
cooing of pigeons in the eaves of the verandahs, and, from the road outside the house, the soft strains of
devotional songs sung by men on their way to the Ganga for their morning bath.
But it was the bells that were most exciting. The little tinkle of Bibima’s prayer bell, the gentle chimes of the
bells at sunset from the temple of Bharadwaj, the joyous peal of the bells of the Holy Trinity on Sundays, and all
the other bells outside—goats and cows returning from pasture, an elephant on his way to join a procession, and
endless hawkers who sold their wares in ditty and verse to the accompaniment of brass bells.
The world beyond our gates was full of adventure in which we could not participate.
*
We moved en famille to a hill station for three or four months of each year. Father could join us only during the
High Court vacation, and most years we had a house party as well as the family. Moving to the hills was rather
like a military exercise for, besides the mountains of luggage and an army of servants, several riding horses and
grooms also had to be taken as there were shooting and riding during the holidays. The hills were full of game—
birds and various varieties of deer—and many people went for the shooting season alone.
The popular summer resorts in our province were Naini Tal, the summer seat of the Uttar Pradesh government,
and Mussoorie. The latter was an imitation of a European resort and was considered exciting. The “jet set” of the
day went there, though Indians were still subjected to a number of humiliating rules and regulations, but this did
not deter those who could afford a holiday in the hills. Benches in the park and around the bandstand in the public
square were marked in bold letters “For Europeans Only.” Membership in clubs and libraries was closed to
Indians, but European wives of Indians could join and were especially welcome if they were married to a
Maharaja from whose purse the library could benefit.
Naini Tal is built round a lake and the Yacht Club was a very popular place. Indians, however, could not
become members. After some years of growing irritation at not being able to sail, Father took his motor launch
from Allahabad one summer and used it on the lake, to the great inconvenience of those who wished to sail their
yachts. This infuriated the British members and was exactly what Father wanted. Having achieved his object he
was satisfied and had the launch sent back to the Jamuna where it belonged.
*

36

My father’s relationship with the British, as I have indicated, was cordial, and he had many close friends
among them in the official world and outside—even some of the governors of the province were on friendly terms
with him. One, Sir Harcourt Butler, was very close to the whole family and I called him Uncle Harcourt. Father
entertained and, what was more unusual, was entertained by them. He believed in British fair play and justice and
met them as equals.
I saw a good deal of English children in my home and in theirs and I also went to their dancing class where I
was the only Indian child. There was no sense of difference between us in my mind. I enjoyed my English friends
as much as I enjoyed my Indian ones. I was too young to understand any political implications or to realize that
our home was not typical of others of our social class. One reason for this was that, having put aside all caste
restrictions, we ate with everyone—Muslim, British, or any other group. Because of this we grew up without any
sort of rancor toward or dislike of white people.
But somehow even the most sheltered Indian child heard talk against the British and had moments of
resentment over some action or saying of the Saheb log. Once when we were in Mussoorie, where the rules of the
road did not permit riders to trot or canter their horses along the Mall, the main thoroughfare, I was returning from
a ride one afternoon and discovered I was late. Without thinking I spurred my horse into a canter, intent only on
getting home as quickly as possible.
I observed the rule of keeping to the hillside but the passing rickshaws and the colored clothes of the women
walking on the Mall frightened my horse, which became restive. An elderly British colonel was walking with his
wife, and her bright parasol irritated my horse. The lady was very timid and moved farther toward the hillside, and
my horse’s head grazed her hat. She screamed and the colonel hit my horse’s flank with his walking stick saying,
as he did so,
“Keep your damned horse in order.” Controlling my horse, now ready to bolt, I shouted back,
“Keep your damned wife to the right side of the road.”
After this unseemly outburst I raced home scattering pedestrians right and left. Severe punishment followed
and I was not allowed to ride for the rest of the season.
*
The years passed and Bhai was home for good. Some cousins had also returned from their studies abroad, and
Anand Bhawan was full of young people and their laughter. The tennis and swimming parties were resumed, the
horses were used again, and there was a great deal of activity about the house. For me it was, in a very real sense,
an awakening, a dream come true.
The adored brother was home. He had time to ride with me, read with me, and encourage me to discuss things
with him. We read, among other things, Bernard Shaw and a great deal of poetry. We would play a game in which
one person recited a line of verse and the other continued with the poem. A question we often asked each other
was:
If there were dreams to sell
What would you buy?

from the poem by Thomas Lovell Beddoes. Not only were the “dreams” material ones, but they also related to
wishes for India—and what kind of India we wanted—and so on. I do not remember how it started but it was
interesting and amusing. Sometimes we got others involved in it too.
Bhai made me write essays and brought into my life topics that had not until then had much meaning for me.
He also opened a door for me to Buddhism, in which he was at that time much engrossed. As I have already
mentioned, a brother occupies a very special position in the Indian family and the brother-sister relationship is a
cultivated and meaningful one. He is the “protector” of his sisters and in many cases their hero. To me Bhai was a
knight sans peur et sans reproache.
The major event in our life in 1916 was Bhai’s wedding. There was not a family in the community who would
not have been happy if their daughter had been chosen as the bride of Jawaharlal Nehru. The wedding was lavish
to the point of ostentation—again one of those contradictions in Father’s personality difficult to reconcile with the
kind of man he really was. His love for my brother was deep—nothing in the world was too good for him, and his
bride must have the best of everything. Many of the ornaments given to her were designed by Father, the precious
stones chosen by him and mounted in the house where a regular little goldsmith’s shop had been set up and where
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Father spent every minute he could spare from his professional work. My brothers training had been British, he
was reticent and not disposed to express his feelings. This is contrary to Indian ways, where one is never ashamed
to express one’s feelings. Father was typically Indian in this respect.
Those were still the days when one did not oppose elders and express an opinion with any vehemence in their
presence. The result was that while all the preparations for the wedding were going on Bhai kept himself severely
aloof. I do not recollect his taking part in any of the family gatherings in which wedding plans were discussed.
Kamala, my sister-in-law, was a beautiful girl. She came from a conservative family of Delhi and was sent to
Allahabad to live with an aunt for a year before she was married so that she might get to know the man and family
into which she was marrying.
But it was hard for her to adapt herself to surroundings totally different from those in which she had grown up.
Her whole approach to life prevented her being able to enjoy the situation in which she now had to live and make
a home. The excessive lavishness by which she was surrounded as well as the westernized way of living were
foreign to her and she did not fall into the pattern easily. There must have been many conflicts in her mind in
those early days in which she did not even have the opportunity of being alone and coming to grips with her
problem because she was surrounded by the family and, to what any normal young woman must have seemed a
madhouse, with streams of guests always coming and going.
In many ways it was a cruel custom that forced a young couple to live with in-laws and make a life for
themselves without privacy. The fact that a few years later the freedom struggle demanded long separations and
hardships did not make life any easier for her. But it brought her the opportunity of emerging as a person in her
own right, giving meaningful leadership. Even in the early years of her illness she continued her participation and
inspired those with whom she worked.
The marriage took place on the first day of spring, the festival of Vasant Panchami of February 1916, and a
Nehru Wedding Special took the guests and groom’s party from Allahabad by train to Delhi for the occasion. The
real celebrations began with the coming home of the bride, when evening after evening there were feasting and
gaiety in which it seemed as if no one in the whole province had been left out.
*
In the summer of that year we went to Kashmir.
It was my first visit. We had grown up with legends, folklore, and history of our ancient homeland, and each
day brought thrills of new discoveries. Once we camped for a few days in Achabal, one of the pleasure gardens of
the Moghul Emperors, our tents being pitched under the giant chinar trees whose magnificent beauty seems
eternal.
One afternoon I was lying on the grass, chin in hands, reading a book. Suddenly I heard Father’s urgent
whisper telling me to stay still. Before I realized what he meant there was a sharp swish in the grass and from
under my raised arm glided a huge king cobra.
I screamed and jumped up. Father, who had now recovered from his own shock, told me that the cobra had
been coiled close to me and with open hood had been swaying back and forth behind my head as if ready to strike.
My scream had brought Mother to the door of her tent. She was absolutely calm, and Father’s account of this
incident did not disturb her at all. She announced in tones of deep satisfaction that it was an omen of good fortune.
As a cobra shields only royalty, the presumption was that I would be elevated to royal rank!
Father was very satirical and short-tempered about this, but his satire, his logic, and his anger did not move
Mother. In response to his remark that “the girl might have been bitten,” she replied quietly,
“How could she be bitten when the Naga was protecting her?”
Kashmir is the home of the Nagas and the whole country abounds in stories about these semi-divine snake
people and the wonderful deeds they perform.
On this same visit Bhai had a fortunate escape while mountaineering with friends. He made light of it in his
usual way but it was a near thing. Bhai and some friends had gone on a trek in Ladakh. Beyond the Zojila Pass, at
a height of over eleven thousand feet, they were informed that the famous Amarnath Cave, an ancient place of
pilgrimage and a breathtaking sight, was only a few miles away cross-country. Guided by a shepherd they decided
to climb a snow-covered mountain to reach it.
On the way they passed several glaciers, and in crossing one of these Bhai fell into a deep crevasse of fresh
snow. Fortunately the members of the party were roped together and he was rescued. In spite of the accident the
party continued but eventually had to turn back without reaching Amarnath.
*
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Kamala’s baby was born on November 19, 1917. Eagerly awaited by the expectant grandparents, it was
presumed that it would be a boy. The baby was born in one of the rooms across the courtyard from Father's room,
and several of us were standing in the verandah awaiting the announcement. Presently Mother came out of the
room and said,
“Hua.” Before the others realized the implication Father laughed and said,
“Baccha hua?”
Mother had not said a son is born but “it” has been born. In the traditional way she could not bring herself to
announce the birth of a daughter!
Father wanted the baby to be called after his mother, Indrani, but it was considered old-fashioned by some, and
finally the name Indira, then much in vogue, was chosen. Because of his love of things Buddhist, Bhai added
Priyadarshini, meaning “pleasing to behold”. The Buddha, the Enlightened One, was also known as Priyadarshini.
The two names together have suited Indu, as the family soon began to call her.
8
A paradox about my Father was his championship of women’s rights but his disregard for his daughters’
education. He provided opportunities but there was no supervision and no plan. Studies were haphazard, and
because there was no competition they were also rather dull.
Beginning with a governess, lessons were later conducted by a series of tutors. As often happens in such
cases, I knew more than the average school-going child of my age, but there were subjects with which I had
only the slightest acquaintance. The mental discipline which a formal education imposes was lacking and I am
always conscious of what I missed. I envied my girl cousins who went to school and college, won prizes, and
took degrees.
A constant stream of distinguished men and women passed through our home. Women like Annie Besant
and Sarojini Naidu filled me with the ambition to be like them. To be an orator, to be able to sway people with
my words, this was my great ambition. Sarojini Naidu was not only poetess and politician, she was a close
friend of the family. Our home was hers and she was beloved by every single member of it.
I met her elder daughter, Padmaja, for the first time when we were both fifteen, and from that time until her
sad death in 1975 she was the closest woman friend I ever had. She was a most vivid and colorful personality,
charming and hospitable, and during the eleven years she later served as Governor of Bengal she rendered
distinguished service to the state. To my children she was a second mother and she always referred to them as
“our children”.
I developed a complex about my lack of a formal education, and a university degree symbolized for me a
passport to opportunity. After I was married this attitude annoyed my husband very much.
“Stop pitying yourself,” he would say if I ever harped on the subject. “Unless you get your values straight,
you will never succeed in anything.”
My values were ultimately set straight by Gandhiji, but it took a national revolution to start a revolution in
my mind.
For a girl, all roads led to marriage, and this is still mainly true in India. Suitably, I had been betrothed at
thirteen and the custom was so usual that it made no impression on me nor did it change my life in any way.
A few years later, the engagement was ended by mutual consent because of the widening political gap
between our families.
I was now seriously involved in my Hindi studies, which were opening a door of real enjoyment for me. My
master, Pandit Mahavir Prasad Malaviya, was a good teacher, and my love of the Ramayana really comes from
him, though in India, especially in the Uttar Pradesh, every Hindu—literate or otherwise—knows much of this
epic by heart, quotes it, and lives by it. Ramachandra is everyone’s hero. In Uttar Pradesh the ordinary greeting
is Ram-Ram, just as at the time of death it is this name that leads to salvation.
But apart from this, the Ramcharit Manas, Tulsi Das’s Hindi version of the Ramayana, is not only good
poetry, it is a book of philosophical concepts and moral values. I was now writing on literary subjects for Hindi
magazines. This too I enjoyed, and Sanskrit became a part of my studies. My English reading covered a wide area
—Dickens, Shakespeare, Scott, poetry, and biographies.
*
The First World War started but was not of any direct interest to me and my generation. What concerned us,
or rather what concerned me, was the Irish rebellion of 1918 which we all followed with an emotional interest.
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The Lord Mayor of Cork, Terence MacSwiney, had been inspired by what was the beginning of the
noncooperation movement started by Mohandas Gandhi against racial discrimination in South Africa.
He undertook a fast of protest against British action in Ireland and died in a London jail.
At the time this caused a tremendous wave of indignation in India. I participated in an All India essay competition with an essay “On the Meaning of Terence MacSwiney’s Death” and won the first prize, a gold medal.
Many decades later I was Ambassador to the Republic of Eire, and one of the most moving and memorable
incidents of my life was the invitation to Cork, where I was honored in a big way for the small moral support I
had given as a girl to the movement and also to Terence MacSwiney’s action against the British. The beautiful
silver salver given to me on that occasion is a cherished possession, but more cherished are the warm words with
which I was welcomed.
We have always been very close to the Irish people. There are so many basic and endearing, though
possibly irritating, qualities we Indians share with them. I involved myself with Irish playwrights, novelists,
and poets, and when I was in Dublin en poste my greatest enjoyment was a visit to the Abbey Theatre.\fn
{Jawaharlal Nehru took inspiration from MacSwiney’s example and writings, and Mahatma Gandhi counted him among his influences.
Principles of Freedom was translated into various Indian languages including Telugu:W }
I had my first contact with a political issue in 1916. India was indignant over the question of the treatment
of indentured laborers in South Africa. These men had gone to the Union\fn{ The Union of South Africa, as the
country was then called:H } in 1860 as the result of organized emigration mutually agreed upon between the
British-controlled Government of India and the Government of Natal. The importation of such labor was
subject to certain conditions, one of which was that after the expiration of five years they would work as free
laborers. Once free from their indentures, these Indians were to be entitled to the protection and benefit of
the ordinary laws of the colony.
Following this indentured labor, Indian traders, shopkeepers, and others went to Natal to cater to Indian
needs and, through their industry and enterprise, gradually established themselves as moder ately prosperous
farmers and traders. The settling of the Indian as a free man was not welcomed, and the white settlers began
an anti-Indian agitation that sought to discriminate against the Indian in every way.
Mr. Gopal Krishna Gokhale, the renowned social reformer, worked to consolidate public support in the
country on this issue. I was deeply interested and wanted to help in some way. I had great affection for Mr.
Gokhale, as he was among the few important people who stayed in our home who always found time for a little
girl.
“Do you wear Swadeshi cloth?” he once asked me.
“This frock has come from England,” I said, “and it is very pretty.”
“Nothing can be as pretty as the things we make in our country,” Mr. Gokhale replied with a smile. It was my
first lesson in patriotism.
For the first time I attended a women’s meeting organized by my cousin, Rameshwari Nehru, at the Mayo Hall
of Allahabad University, to publicize the South African issue. The meeting itself was, I imagine, unique for the
time. It took consistent and patient effort for many days to persuade women to leave their homes for one afternoon
and go out to hear other women speak. Outings at that time were confined to specific social occasions when one
dressed up in one’s best and could look forward to a good meal, and this new idea was not appreciated. South
Africa was very far away—it was a pity Indians were being discriminated against, but what good could result by
some women getting together and talking about it in Allahabad?
A packed hall finally rewarded the efforts of the organizers and the meeting was hailed by the newspapers
next morning as a great step forward in arousing the social conscience of the women of the Uttar Pradesh!
My own part had been confined mostly to serving water and in trying to keep crying babies quiet, but I had a
feeling of participation in the cause and felt happy. It is an interesting coincidence that my first appearance
on the international stage was in connection with the question of discrimination against the people of Indian
origin in the Union of South Africa, brought to the United Nations forum by the Government of India in
1946.
I went to the 1916 Congress in Lucknow. This session had an added significance because the Muslim League
also held its session at the same time, and a pact emerged on the question of self-government. Mohammed Ali
Jinnah, elegant and arrogant, was hailed as Ambassador of Hindu-Muslim Unity.
Nearly all the great ones in politics seemed to be present, and for me it was a thrill to see and sometimes
even to meet these men and women. Mrs. Annie Besant and Sarojini Naidu were both present and their oratory
mesmerized me. I was their devoted “fan.”
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Mrs. Besant, who had not been directly concerned with politics, had now become prominent and had
founded the Home Rule League. It made an impact on the country. I eagerly read and was impressed by the
articles in her paper which came to Anand Bhawan.
“Let India remember what she was and what she may be—then shall the sun rise once more in the East and
fill the Western lands with light.”
I wanted to join the league but, being only sixteen, I could not do so. However, I enrolled as a volunteer and
did odd jobs such as addressing envelopes and taking messages in the Allahabad office. That year for Bhaiya
Duj (Brother’s Day) Bhai gave me a gold pin with H R in emerald and rubies, representing the Home Rule
colors. …
1901
62.12 Polayya\fn{by Karuna Kumara aka Kandukuri Anantham (1901-1956)} Godavary District, Andhra Pradesh, India (M)
9
The Agraharam\fn{A note reads: Brahman hamlet gifted by a ruler or a landholder in former times to a Brahmin for his
maintenance and their kin, and also families of other supportive castes that live now .} called Vithalapuram was the very bastion
of Vaidikis or Brahmins of the Vedic sub-sect.\fn{ A note reads: A clerical or canonical sect of Brahmins, as opposed to a
secular sect, such as Niyogis.} A hoary agraharam. And for the two hundred Brahmin families, their very crest and
crown was Venkata Sastry.\fn{ A Brahmin’s prayers said three times a day .} A great scholar in logic, a grammarian, and
one who was most stoutly devoted to his Brahminism. Without performing the sandhya rite all the three times,
morning, noon, and evening, he would not touch even water. For the cause closest to his heart was that of Eternal
Hinduism and of Varnaasrama Dharmam.\fn{ A note reads: The institution of caste and of religious duties of the four stages of
life.} As a boy he had left his parents and gone to Kashi and spent ten years with his guru and studied the sastras
to become the best of scholars.
Not very surprising that he could not tolerate even in the least the fifth caste people.\fn{ Untouchables.} Not that
there were not many highly respected Brahmins who did not much care for untouchables. However, Venkata
Sastry put in special effort when it came to the untouchables. Ever since the time Gandhi garu started the
campaign for eradication of untouchability, this researcher put in much effort, and with great diligence, ploughing
through many tomes, studied a great deal about the origins and antecedents of the untouchable castes. It was this
great man who first proposed the new theory that the untouchables did not belong to the Hindu religion at all!
As this Brahmin grew older, because of the terrific research he had done, all the opinions he had formed in his
early years grew rigid with age, and got ingrained in him from top to toe. As time passed, he came to develop
much faith in his endeavor and derived much happiness from it. That was the reason why, since his return home
from Kashi and his marriage thereafter, during those last thirty years in his native village, he had been whiling
away his time teaching gratis, gifting education to Brahmin students.
That untouchability should be eradicated, that untouchables should be renamed Harijans, demands that they
should be granted entry into the temples—when such issues came up as bills in legislatures, or as topics of
campaigns and public lectures, this gentleman was agitated to the core of his being. He felt that while Eternal
Hinduism was dying before his very eyes, it was not correct or proper that people like him should sit and look on
idly, hand on hand. So he jumped into the fray for the revival of Eternal Hinduism. From that moment on in his
mission to achieve the annihilation of the new campaign and revive Eternal Hinduism, he went visiting every
nook and comer of the land, to the point of exhaustion.
Handing over the management of the family at home to the twenty-year-old son, he had left home for a tour of
North India about two years ago on the mission of preventing the untouchables from coming up. In places like
Kashi, Gaya, Prayaga, Delhi, Punjab, and Baroda, he debated with countless pundits matters relating to the
untouchables, thus collecting innumerable bits of erudition, all of course confirming his own theories. When,
finally, rumors arose that untouchables resolved to quit Hinduism and convert to other religions, Venkata Sastry
rejoiced at the “good riddance.”
Twenty-two months after he had left home came letter after letter, telegram after telegram that his son had
become the father of a son and that on the Buddha panchami or the fifth day of the bright fortnight in the month
of Maagham,\fn{January-February.} on Tuesday at 9 a.m., the naming ceremony of the grandson would be
performed and that by that time, for that ceremony, the family elder, the grandfather, should be present; and
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finally with the muhurtam or auspicious time, just four days away, Venkata Sastry left Kashi and without any
further delay or interruptions on the way, arrived on Monday at 11 p.m. at the railway station called Punjuru
which was nearest to his village.
If you go south of Nellooru, Punjuru is the third station. Though you can list the station among the bigger, that
is second class, stations, that night, however, not more than five or six passengers got off the train, and among
them was Venkata Sastry. Without wasting any time, as soon as he got off the train, Venkata Sastry surrendered
his ticket at the exit gate, and carrying the holy Ganga water sealed in the little copper pots\fn{ A note reads: The holy
water of the Ganga is stored and used on special occasions like purificatory rites or for administering a little of it to a person about to
die.} and his bundle of clothes in one hand and his copper spout-cruse in another, crossed the gate and came out of

the station.
Between Punjuru station and Vithalapuram the distance is, at the most, eighteen miles. Sixteen miles of it you
travel on a metal\fn{Paved.} road, and two miles on a dirt track. On that road, day and night there usually is
ceaseless traffic. That road goes from Punjuru via Gangapatnam as far as Someswaram, thirty miles to the east.
Because it was a road that was safe to travel on at any hour and by any conveyance, believing that if he were to
engage a cart as soon as he got off the train, he would reach home by the time crows began cawing, Venkata
Sastry had arrived by the night train. But at that station where for every train you normally had a press of singlebullock cart-men waylaying passengers, wresting their bundles from their hands, Venkata Sastry could not find
even a single bullock cart, not even for a specimen.
It was now getting to be half past eleven, almost a quarter to twelve, in fact. Long ago the train by which
Venkata Sastry had arrived had hooted and left. How they had left, God only knows, but the other passengers who
had got down along with Venkata Sastry were gone, each his own way. The night duty officer had locked the gate
and he and the porter had already lain themselves down, each on a bench. Silence reigned in the station. The
lantern slung from the ceiling had been turned down and now barely dispelled the surrounding darkness.
Coming down the steps of the railway station, Venkata Sastry looked intently towards the open space to the
west.
Compared with what he had seen of it two years ago, this place was now like a deserted and dilapidated house,
without any sign of life. Because it was the fifth day of the bright fortnight, the crescent moon had set early; and
immediately the dark had taken over and flourished.
The month of Maagham. The dew dropped freely. The cold attacked the very bones. If he unclenched his fists,
it seemed certain the cold would gnaw him out piecemeal. Though Venkata Sastry was not so old, his mortal
frame had crossed fifty and entered sixty. So he could not withstand cold or sun of any severity. But then whatever
the difficulties, before daybreak he must cover those eighteen miles. There was no alternative. Unless he left at
once he would not reach home as he had planned. If he did not reach home before the muhurtam, all his effort
would go in vain; besides, they would worry why he had not arrived! In making his travel plans, he had counted
on hiring a cart. What did he know of the changes wrought by Time during the last two years since he had left
home?
“It would have been better if I had written a letter to my son asking him to send a cart to meet me at the station.
What a mistake I have made,” he regretted. After a while he began to doubt if that station was Punjuru at all. He
went back towards the platform and read the sign on the board. PUNJURU —he could see that. The man had cleared
his doubt; felt a little reassured. But what was the use! He couldn’t find a means of continuing his journey. He
could not think of any reason why every cart had vanished, resulting now in such a feeling of vacancy. He wanted
to ask someone the reason. But nowhere was there any sign of human activity. Everywhere silence prevailed.
Except for the sounds of the crickets and, in the distance somewhere, of dogs barking, no other sound reached
Venkata Sastry’s ears. Alternatively, he thought of going to the village to enquire about carts; but then unless he
walked a mile, he would not sight the village. In that gloom, in that cold, carrying that bundle on his shoulder, he
couldn’t go that far. Not knowing what to do—if he were to expose himself to the dew he might catch a head-cold
—after loitering in the open he turned towards the station hall and he even took a few steps in that direction.
Just then he heard the sound of a cart approaching from the west. Immediately Sastry turned and looked. A
single-bullock cart trundled and stopped under a neem tree. Hope stirred in Venkata Sastry. Some hope, he
thought. By the time he reached the cart, walking briskly for about twenty yards, the cart-man had unyoked the
bullock, lowered the yoke to the ground, pulled out the straw from beneath the mat in the cart and dropped it
before the bullock. The bullock had put one leg inside the yoke poles, and with its snout, ears, and its tail swishing
the horseflies which were busily attacking its neck and belly, it stood there, yet to put its snout in the straw.
Preparing to lie down and sleep, the cart-man was about to spread out the country date mat when Venkata Sastry
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accosted him:
“Look here, lad, will you take me to Vithalapuram?”
“No Vithalapuram Githalapuram for me, go away,” said the cart-man.
“Please, please! You are a dear one, a sweet fellow. I must go there urgently. If I don’t leave straightaway lots
of urgent matters will be ruined. Please do take some trouble for me, please! I am an elderly person. You are an
extremely nice fellow,” Venkata Sastry pleaded with him.
“I feel like sleeping, stop now! I must lie down and sleep,” said the cart-man and spread the mat on the ground.
Overtaken by drowsiness, he lay down on the mat. Then began the Brahmin to entreat the cart-man insistently to
take him in his cart: “Aren’t you a dear one, a fine one.” The cartman kept on saying “nothing doing” rather
crossly and the Brahmin went on trying to cajole him into it. At last when this approach didn’t work, the Brahmin
appealed to human greed:
“Look here, I shall give you whatever charges you demand. All right, I shall give you a rupee and half, take it!
I could not get a cart anywhere, plenty of demand for carts. Don’t lose this chance.”
‘The very foundation of this world is money,’ as everyone knows. When there arose the prospect of getting a
half-rupee more than the normal fare, greed stirred in the cart-man. At once he rolled up the mat and spread it in
the cart and asked:
“How many passengers?”
“I am the only one,” said Sastry.
The cart-man gathered the straw he had dropped before the bullock, spread it back under the mat in the cart,
lifted the yoke, brought the bullock between the yoke poles, put the yoke on its neck, and fixed the neck rope.
Meanwhile, moving aside with his spout-cruse, the Brahmin bent his knees to make water, then he brought his
bundle and put it in the cart. He secured his chappals under the mat, and after duly warning the cart-man, “Hold
it,” he climbed into the cart uttering Lord Rama’s name. For ten yards, until they reached the road, the cart-man
walked the bullock, holding the yoke pole, and once it got on to the road, he tied the end of the neck rope to the
bamboo laths of the cart, and climbed on to the yoke-pole. Even as he groped here and there for the whip, the
bullock broke into a slow trot.
The night was fairly advanced. It was towards one in the early hours. With the strain of two days’ journey, the
Brahmin was totally fatigued. Thinking of snatching a few winks, he lay down and put the bundle under his head.
“Too much load to the rear,” the cart-man warned and along with the bundle the Brahmin pulled himself
forward. The bundle and the head on the bundle now touched the posterior of the cart-man.
“Move a bit downward, sir, too much load to the fore now,” the cart-man said. Sastry pushed the bundle down
with the help of the cart-man, until the cart-man said a satisfied “Yes;” then covering himself with the Kashmiri
shawl; pulling it over his head, the Brahmin tucked his knees to his belly, turned on his side, and slept snugly.
The cart lumbered along and covered two miles. That cart was totally rickety. Truly antique, or as they say, of
the period of the Ikshvaku dynasty.\fn{ A note reads: More likely an allusion to the Ikshvaku dynasty of the Telugu country early in
the Christian era.} On top of all this, it was a cross-beam cart. How could these fellows running their hire-carts
afford spring-fitted carts? The country date matting that formed the roof was now quite in tatters, and lying in the
cart if you looked up you could see the stars in the sky. The material used for making the wheels was not quality
timber; the wood had become very stiff with the cold, the spokes and the wheel segments had warped. The cart
had become a bandy-legged cart! The iron rings in the wheel-bushes and the axle-pins were worn out, the
apertures in the wheel-bushes had widened, and because of the gaps formed in the bushes they swerved from side
to side, hitting the axle-pins with a tack-tuck sound. When the axle-needles were hit because the wheels were even
originally bandied, the whole cart frame swung from this side to that from that side to this. To make matters
worse, where the road was pitted, the wheel climbed down and climbed up, while the whole cart including the
yoke on the bullock’s neck, swung like a swing. In this pitching and rolling, Venkata Sastry’s body too suffered
the rocking and swinging and because he was lying on one side, when the cart jerked back his backbone, and
when the cart jerked forward his kneecaps were hit by the stanchions and laths of the cart and—a pity—the poor
Brahmin suffered extreme agony.
Because he had his right hand under his head, whenever he was hit he groaned “ Issu, abba!” and rubbed the
part of the body with his left hand. He could not sleep a wink, that poor mortal. Though he had traveled all over
the country for years, he had not experienced such wonderful\fn{ Exceptionally terrible is meant; but this is to be understood
as normal English expression of its kind by using the word “wonderful” in such a manner:H } comfort in travel. Then how could he
go to sleep? Forget about sleep, unable to bear the knocking on the kneecaps, he who had been lying on his side
rolled on his back and muttering God’s name, “Samkara, Mahadeva,” tended his legs carefully. Still he did not
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find a proper hold. Because the floor of the cart was rather small, the stretched legs jutted out from the knees
beyond the cart floor. To make things still worse, with each swing of the cart that mortal frame kept slipping out a
little at a time. In the process, the bundle, too, slipped out from under the Brahmin’s head. Meanwhile the yoke
rose and the neck-rope tightened and the cart-man warned again:
“Too much load to the rear, swami, too much to the rear.”
“What a nuisance you are while I am going through this death,” growled Sastry and in order not to let his head
fall off the bundle again, he now grabbed hold of the stanchions on either side, pressed his heels against the
crossbar at the end of the cart floor and lay on his back. In this posture he stopped slipping down, of course, but
there was no possibility now of going to sleep. His hands, legs, in fact his whole body was engaged in the struggle
to keep himself within the cart! Any slight relaxation of his grip, any change in his posture and he would lose his
balance and drop right out of the cart. So how could he sleep?
The bullock too appeared just right for this kind of cart. The cart-man of course had never been guilty of
throwing even a tiny bit of green grass to it, nor any bran. When he struck it with the whip-handle, because the
beast was all skin and bones, it sounded like wood hitting wood. Because the bullock had had no other food in its
belly except the water it had drunk, whenever it trotted, the intestines shook and it passed a stream of liquid dung.
Unable to stand the stench, holding a cloth against his nose, Sastry abandoned the recumbent posture and sitting
up, full of rage, shouted:
“Abbaf. What kind of cart is this, you fellow! Looks like it is destined to kill me. Chee! Chee! If a match is
struck and this thing set on fire, it will be a great riddance!”
The cart-man laughed.
“What is wrong with my cart, swami?”
Sastri let out a couple of typically Brahminical imprecations—“My obsequies and my obsequial oblation!”—
and continued, “From head to foot my whole body is being crushed.”
“No one to hire the cart these days, and no income without fares, so no repairs. What can I do, you tell me,
swami!”
“I have roamed the best part of the land without the least strain. These days wherever you go, whichever road
you see, there are motors, why can’t motors run on this godforsaken road? Chee! Chee! This cursed journey. Out
of sheer ignorance I got into this wretched cart,” Sastry said in exasperation.
“Why not, swami! Going up and down, there are two motors on this road.”
“In that case why didn’t you tell me about it at the start?”
“Only after meeting the eleven o’clock train in the morning will the east-bound bus start. Your honor said you
want to reach home before daybreak, didn’t you?”
“Why can’t those very motor fellows run another confounded bus at night?”
“Those fellows of course are maarajus.\fn{Maharajas.} Not sparing even a worm among them, sending every
one of these cart-men to jail, now that maaraju will ply buses during the day, ply buses during the night.”
“What is this about cart-men? And what is this about throwing them in gaol?”
“That is a long story. The rage will not go by telling it to people,” said the cart-man and made a menacing
sound with his mouth to quicken the pace of the bullock.
The bullock started trotting.
“Who has put motors on this road?”
“Why talk of that virtuous man now. He has been torturing us like Lord Sam.”\fn{ The planet Saturn.}
“His name?”
“Chenchu Naidu, they say.”
“Which Chenchu Naidu?”
“Bolla Chenchu Naidu.”
“Of which place?”
“This great man belongs to Gangapatnam.”
The distance between Gangapatnam and Vithalapuram was one mile. Vithalapuram was Gangapatnam’s
majaara or satellite hamlet. Chenchu Naidu and Venkata Sastry were the best of friends. Chenchu Naidu, the
motor, bullock cart drivers, the jail—when these words hit his ears, Sastry grew rather worried that some calamity
had overtaken his friend Chenchu Naidu. The idea occurred to Venkata Sastry that he should pretend to be a
stranger and extract more details from the cart-man.
“So, since when have motors started plying on this road?”
“The whole affair is now one year old. What is your native place, swami?” the cart-man asked.
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“We are from the south. I am going to Vithalapuram to visit some relatives.”
Without further talk, the cart-man went on driving his cart. But his reticence was not to Sastry’s liking. He was
eager to stir him and ferret out more interesting details.
“Why did they put the cart-men in jail, lad?”
“From the day motors started running on this road, the cart-men lost their livelihood. That maaraju got into
competition with the cart-men and if they offered to take a fare for a half-rupee, his men offered to take him for a
mere six annas and if these cart-men brought it down to six annas, the others said a quarter rupee and if these folk
said a quarter rupee, those people said a mere two annas—thus simply bent on competing for the sake of
competing only those motor fellows made sure that the cart-men did not get even a worm of a fare.”
“Do you mean to say because of this they both got into a riot?”
“No question of rioting, not even cursing. Can brats without a single meal a day get into trouble with big
people? When their families lost their livelihoods, when they were not even making a single copper from their
carts, the cart-men and the others who depend only on carting for a living, about a hundred of them, unable to
stand their hunger, gathered one day in a crowd and attacked the house of Naidu and breaking the locks on his
granaries, looted in broad daylight—each ten, or five, tooms\fn{Bushels.} of grain.”
“Ayyo!”
“No ayyo, no koyyo. How long can they bear the flames of hunger, you tell me, swami! Unable to make enough
they had of course to sell both their carts and bullocks at distress rates. On top of it all those cart-men from
Gangapatnam are Mussalmans.\fn{Muslims.} The whole burden of supporting the family has to be the
responsibility of the men of the house. Working as coolies is out of the question as in their caste womenfolk are
not allowed to move out of their homes. Will they die just like that! Finally it was those Mussalmans who took all
the trouble and got together the other castes and did this terrible thing.”
“Which other castes do you mean?”
“Abbo! After the arrival of this motor how many have not lost their livelihoods? The carpenters who made the
carts, the bullock traders, those selling timber for the carts, the basket-weaver caste who make the roof over the
cart, and finally those untouchable women who gather green grass and sell it for the bullocks and make just an
anna or so per day—all these lost their livelihoods, swami. It was those Mussalmans who brought together all
these castes in Gangapatnam, I hear; abbo! is there anything they cannot achieve if only they make up their
minds, swami?”
“Well done. So, fitting punishment has been handed out!”
“Who knows what happened. And whatever happened what is the use, you tell me, sir! These days it is the
strong man who rules.”
“That is so.”
“Until a case was filed against these hundred people, until they were finally sent to prison for one, two or three
years, that Naidu and those police people did not rest, let me tell you. Let it be. God sees everything,” said the
cart-man and spat out the tobacco he had tucked in the pouch of his cheek and urged the bullock,
“Drooch!”
The news that finally Chenchu Naidu had got the upper hand brought relief to Sastry’s mind. He could see that
there had been a big litigation between the cart-men and Chenchu Naidu. Sastry knew very well that Naidu was a
strong-willed man. Curious to know more details, he said:
“Abbo! What a long story, lad! How long ago did it all happen?”
“The hearing in the case began six months ago. It had been under trial and only a week ago the judge garu read
out the sentence.”
“Is that Naidu in good health?”
“Why not, what ails him? That virtuous man will live for all of hundred years to further torture the poor.”
“Is he a well-to-do man?”
“Why, he lacks nothing. He is a zamindar! He has bought up half of Gangapatnam, they say. Besides he has
countless businesses. His annual income is twenty-thousand, they say.”
“Abbo!” Why should a man of such wealth harass the poor by going in for motors?”
“For the comfort of the public, they say, he got the motors. Who are the public and what are their comforts,
does he know anything at all?”
“All this struggle is for furthering self-interest—even for the wealthy people.”
“All right, he has filed a case, agreed. Should the master bring in even innocent green grass-selling bitches
from the mala caste?\fn{An untouchable.} For that matter people have little respect for our caste, swami,” said the
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cart-man.
When the cart-man said “our caste,” Sastry did not understand which caste he meant. Does that mean the mala
caste or that his caste itself is mala caste, started wondering Sastry. A vague worry stirred in his mind!
The cart-man went on talking in his own way. In an absentminded way he was saying whatever came into his
mouth. That his passenger was a Brahmin he did not know. Even if he were to know he had already carried
Brahmin passengers many times in the past. Resuming, he said:
“Does our mala caste have either a bit of land or a ditch of water, you tell me, swami! Saying that those poor
bitches made a living by selling grass to the cart-men, and during the looting they too with baskets in hand were
involved along with the crowd, ten of these women-folk were dragged in falsely into his case by Naidu. They are
all young mothers with infants to tend. At home their infants—God only knows their misery at home. To think of
it makes me weep, swami!”
And as he went on in this passionate vein, it became clear to Sastry that he was of the mala caste. At that he
shuddered from top to toe. He felt like jumping immediately out of the cart, without tarrying another moment in
it. He became numb, and he was reduced to a wooden image. In his passionate anger, he felt like devouring the
cart-man; but he couldn’t think of what to do next. All the work he had done inspired by his ideal, the ultimate
goal of his life, had all been devastated. The holy sealed copper pots of Ganga water from Kashi were in the cart.
Everything had been polluted irretrievably. He felt like breaking the cart-man’s head in two, but he lacked the
courage; the night, the darkness, and he was all alone; no one to aid him. The cart-man was twenty or twenty-five
years of age, a well-built man; if he were to counter the attack, it seemed to him that fellow could easily beat up
ten of the dal-consuming brahmins like him. He decided in those circumstances not to do anything in haste. He
resolved to give the cart-man ample dues once he reached his village. The bundle that was touching the cart-man
he pulled away to himself. The cart proceeded.
Wishing to ferret out details of the cart-man’s antecedents, Sastry asked:
“Lad, what is your native place?”
“I come from the north—Tenali, sir.”
“Why have you come here?”
“I married my maternal uncle’s daughter in Punjur and have stayed on for the last six months.”
“Your name?”
“Polayya”
“Do you know the cart-men from Gangapatnam?”
“Some I know.”
“Aren’t you a mala by caste! Are you able to find fares for your cart?”
“No one minds these things now, sir. When in need several times brahmin masters have also hired my cart.”
“Have you ever been to Vithalapuram before?”
“Not Vithalapuram, but I have been to Gangapatnam.”
“Do you have any relatives in that village?”
“No, sir.”
“Right! Hurry up! It is almost daybreak,” said Venkata Sastry.
It was almost daybreak. Only a little darkness still remained. The cart had another five or six miles to go.
Venkata Sastry lost his mental poise. That such a great pundit like him had finally fallen into the clutches of a
mala fellow made him extremely angry. A transgression had been committed against him, who was born in the
uppermost caste, by a fellow from the unmentionable mala caste, but for the moment he was helpless, couldn’t
give it back to him., the distress kept coming up in waves. His heart was in flames and hot sighs came thick and
fast. The wrath against the cart-man heated up his whole body, even the cold of the month of Maagham he did not
feel much now; the shawl with which he had covered himself chafed him and he pulled it off and threw it aside.
That brahmin yearned more and more—when, oh when—to reach home.
By five or five-thirty in the morning the cart swerved off the metaled road and descended into the kutcha lane.
The eastern sky had been cleared of the dark. The cart-man’s face was clearly visible to Sastry. He felt revolted
having to see the face of an untouchable first thing in the morning. In that light of the dawn, Sastry’s face was also
visible to Polayya. He is probably a brahmin, thought Polayya; but he did not find any brightness in the brahmin’s
face. The man appeared to have fallen into some deep thoughts. The face had grown red, the veins had swollen
and the face looked puffy. Both eyes shone like live coals. Because he has not slept the whole night, his face looks
like this, concluded the cart-man.
By six in the morning the cart reached Vithalapuram and stopped before Venkata Sastry’s house. That day it
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was his grandson’s naming ceremony. The street door had a string of fresh green mango leaves hung over it. Since
cockcrow the whole household had been waiting eagerly for Sastry’s arrival. Venkata Sastry climbed down from
the cart, put his bundle on the pyol and kept standing outside. His wife fetched water for him to wash his feet. He
asked for a twig to brush his teeth and brushed his teeth, then washed his face. But Sastry had not yet set foot
inside his home.
“Come in, come in,’ said his wife and his son.
“I cannot bring the journey clothes into the house. I won’t come in unless and until I bathe,” said Sastry.
The cart-man said, “My fare, saami!”
“Will give, wait,” said the brahmin and at the same time he sent his son secretly with an urgent message to
fetch Chenchu Naidu immediately.
Venkata Sastry was like a guru for Chenchu Naidu. Because of his respect for Sastry—as a pundit, Naidu had
got a house built for him. He had also gifted him four acres of wet land. He had contributed funds towards his
son’s wedding expenses. Naidu regarded the family of Sastry garu with immense goodwill and affection. This
attachment had come down from countless generations. That was why, whether it was his own affair or Sastry’s
whatever the time of the day, it was Naidu’s practice to go himself to Sastry’s home to talk to him. Thus, when he
got the message, believing that there was some urgent matter after Sastry’s two-year tour of the land, as soon as he
got up from his bed, he tied a flannel cloth round his head, put on his shoes, and taking his staff in hand started
straightaway for Vithalapuram.
Already the sun was two yards up in the sky. The residents of the agraharam had already gathered before the
house of Sastry garu to greet him.
“You have come after a long time, Sastry garu,” said some of them.
“Sastry garu has turned a cold shoulder to the agraharam,” or, “You have forgotten us, Sastry garu,” said
some others.
“You have given us darshan\fn{Audience.} after a long time, how are you?” said yet others.
And then Naidu arrived and saying, “My full-bodied obeisance to you,” saluted him with folded hands.
Sastry blessed him, “May you live long, may you flourish, may your prosperity increase,” and having a mat
fetched and spread on the street pyol, asked Naidu to be seated.
“After a long time Sastry garu has thought kindly of us,” said Naidu by way of formal greeting and was about
to continue when, unable to contain the blaze within, Sastry said:
“I’ve heard, heard the whole story. All that these drunkards have done to you has reached my ears. Abbo! What
a serious danger you have escaped, Naidu! For nothing you would have lost your life at the hands of these
fellows. What an awful thing to have happened! All this happened and you haven’t written even a postcard about
it. Nor has my son written.” Thus he began to show his concern and sympathy for the calamity that had befallen
Naidu and thereby his special regard for him.
“Even as I was thinking of writing to you I fell ill. After all, all that we need is God’s grace—what can these
wretches do?”
“True! Even after all this you have refrained from cutting them up and giving them a proper salt burial,
Naidu?”
“Have I let them go without accomplishing all that was needed? I have sent about one hundred of these to
Nellooru jail with a sentence of three years each. Haven’t you heard?”
“What is the use of all that? The story has begun all afresh. I don’t know if you have heard! When they show
scant respect for you, and you are like a zamindar, do you expect these untouchables will respect us? I have
traveled over the entire country from the Bridge\fn{ A note reads: To Sri Lanka built by Lord Rama in the South.} to the
Himalayas and returned but I have not suffered such a humiliation anywhere.”
“What’s happened?”
“Look there! That fellow standing near the cart is a pure mala. Only the other day you managed to get one
hundred sentenced. Even then without fear or deference how can this fellow hire his cart for me and bring me
from Punjuru to Vithalapuram? Can the worst thing we do to him be a sin?”
“Is this fellow a mala?”
The cart-man kept quiet.
Looking at him Sastry shouted:
“Chee! You stand there without replying. I will have your mouth branded, just wait! The whole night you.
spoke heaping abuse on this Naidu! What has happened to your mouth now?”
“Why didn’t you slap him and break his teeth when he spoke such filthy words? Whatever punishment you
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give to these cart fellows can’t be called a sin,” said Naidu.
Now the cart-man was visibly shivering.
“Who did you think I was to get me into your cart? You dirty fellow! Did you think I was of the madiga\fn{An
untouchable.} caste? Of the mala caste? Shouldn’t you look at the passenger carefully before engaging your cart?”
“How would I know, swami, that your honor is a Brahmin?”
“Then that means you have grown so arrogant that you cannot distinguish between a Brahmin and a mala,”
said Naidu.
“In the dark of midnight I could not recognize him, babu garu!” said the cart-man.
“Who in the first instance asked you to ply a cart for hire? Did you know anything of getting into a cart in your
grandfather’s time or your great grandfather’s time? That a fellow of an unmentionable caste should give up his
caste occupation and take up another job—where is it mentioned, can you tell me, you fellow? Even if out of
ignorance someone like me wants to hire your cart, would you then use the chance to destroy to such an extent the
varnaasrama dharmam?”
“I am of the unmentionable caste, swami!”
“Should you not tell me this?” fumed Venkata Sastry, grinding his teeth and getting into a great frenzy.
“Break the rascal’s skull with the shoe and that will take care of his arrogance,” said Naidu.
“I did it out of ignorance, swami,” said the cart-man.
“Chee! Barking the same again? If you say you did not know, would I believe it? All the Sastra I have learned
at the greatest cost of my flesh and blood is now burnt to ashes. I fetched the Ganga water to perform the feast of
Kashi here—all that this fellow has ruined.”
“This fellow knows everything,” said Naidu, “to teach him not to do it again, he must be put on his back and
both his eyes pressed out with a pliers. That will cure him of his ailment! Oh God! In that case I filed, those
Mussalmans and these fellows joined hands and gave me no end of trouble, Sastrulu garu! To get the case
established against those hundred and send them to jail, it cost me a lot of money. Who has benefited from that
money, pray? Who got it? If at least I had given it to a Brahmin like you, you would have remembered me every
day after lighting the lamp in your puja niche. Because that judge happened to be the very model of justice,
however much these fellows barked and brayed, he gave credence to our arguments and sentenced them.”
Meanwhile all the residents of the agraharam gathered there took a stave each in their hands, and chipped in
with abuse.
Naidu warmed up. As it was, since the conclusion of the case he had filed, the very mention of a cartman
infuriated him. Sufficiently worked up, he now asked:
“So what sentence have you delivered for him, Sastry garu?”
“‘If a Brahmin touches an untouchable, unless the Brahmin burns his entire body the sin won’t be redeemed
for fourteen lives,’ says the sastra. The expiation I need is punishment for him.” said Sastry.
Immediately Naidu sent for two of his men and had the cart-man tied with ropes to a stake in the cattle yard. A
fire was built with a basketful of cattle dung cakes. A thumb-thick iron bar was put in the blaze and the men kept
blowing it with winnowing fans.
The cart-man found himself in a terrible crisis. The petty drizzle had developed into a cyclone. Such a situation
he hadn’t expected even in a dream. Among a thousand tigers, he was like a fawn! How could he counter the attack of so many residents of the agraharam, all by himself? Who could he appeal to for help? The cart-man still
failed to understand what his lapse had been. Now he grew certain his death was inevitable. He was too terrified
to open his mouth. His throat was drying up; he was thirsty; he had to empty his bladder. But he was in no
position to move, neither his legs nor his arms. Before his eyes the black iron bar was turning red. The thought of
what was going to happen next turned his heart to water.
“What sin have I committed, O God! For no reason you are giving me such a punishment, Father, Lord
Narayana!” thought the cart-man, and grieving within he closed his eyes.
Meanwhile, Sastry called Naidu aside and said:
“Naidu! If word gets round of what we are doing, we won’t get into trouble with the police! Please, you also
think of it a little.”
“Do you think I am going to allow any such crazy thing, Sastrullu. The police fellows will sit if I ask them to
sit, stand if I ask them to do so!” said Naidu assuring him.
“Then get done with it quickly,” commanded Sastry.
Naidu asked his men to check if the iron bar had become red.
Polayya was not without personality. He had also had some schooling. Since his birth he had grown up entirely
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in a town. Good and bad and the ways of the world he had come to know a little. Some time after he had closed
his eyes, an idea struck him:
“If we are bound to die, we will die. Even if it is a lie—let’s move this way and play a trick. Lord Narayana—
wouldn’t he help?”
He mustered courage and addressed Naidu and Sastry:
“You are torturing me like this. Whether I die or live people will get to know of this affair. If our white
fathery \fn{Probably one of the White Fathers, a Christian missionary order.} were to get to know of this you will pay in full
for this. Don’t think you alone are powerful. That you are torturing us even after we have left your religion and
converted to Christianity, our Lord Jesus is noticing,” he said, shouting and screaming madly.
When these words came out of the cart-man’s mouth, Sastry and Naidu looked at each other.
“What is this, he says he has converted,”\fn{ To Christianity.} said their looks and they hesitated.
“Are you a Christian?” Sastry asked.
“Yes. My grandfather in his time took Christianity,” said he boldly.
“What is your name?”
“Paul-ayya.”
“In the cart you said your name is Polayya.”
“No, I said Paul-ayya.”
“Your father’s name?”
“Zacharaiah.”
Immediately Naidu ordered that he should be unbound and then he and Sastry went behind the haystack.
VS: “I tell you, last night he said Polayya. Is he playing a trick on us?”
N: “You may have misheard. Instead of Paul-ayya you may have heard Polayya. Look at his head, he has
cropped his hair. No doubt, he is a Christian!”
VS: “The cropped head does not mean much, but if he were a Christian it would be a matter for us to ponder.”
N: “Amma! You are saying it lightly. There is, I know, a great friendship between these fatheries and the
Government. If they are determined they can take the case to the Island\fn{ A note reads: England. The final judicial
appeal in British India lay with the Privy Council in Britain .}. Until then, however big be the bribe you give to the police,
without caring for our status the police will spurn us. Therefore let us not do things in haste.”
VS: “All right! Do as you think fit. ‘Discard excess at all times,’ said the author of the sastra. Besides, if this
fellow were to be really a Christian, we won’t take any such objection, of course. When that happens to be the
religion of our rulers, if we condemn that religion it is as good as condemning our masters themselves! There is
no God except the king; therefore, in the religion adopted by the rulers also there is bound to be a share of divinity
—it is only in our religion that we have untouchables, their religion has no untouchables at all, of course. But
then, I still doubt if this fellow is really a Christian.”
N: “Whether he is or not, in this matter it is for our good that we should pull back. Who knows what kind of
snake lies in this anthill! He says he is from the north, and Tenali. What patronage he has there, who knows?”
VS: “True. Because he is a good fellow, he has tolerated us until now.”
So satisfying himself, avoiding being seen again by the cart-man, Sastry reached home through the back lane.
Ordering that the cart-man’s hands and feet be untied, Naidu took him home, gave him three rupees, fed him
and thus sent home—Paul-ayya.
240.212 1. The Vagrant 2. The End 3. Cyclone 4. Orchestra 5. Lines from the first of six sonnets bearing the
general title My Passing Love 6. Name 7. Fragment of Saswati 8. Lines from The Question 9. Lines from The
Prayer 10. Lines from The Hell 11. Camel-Bird 12. Fragment of Night 13. Death’s Boat 14. Annihilation 15.
Hard Times 16. Independence Day 17. Commencement 18. The last lines from Awakening 19. Jason 20. Two
lines from an otherwise unnamed Sonnet 21. 1945 22. Fragment of the fourth section of Jajati 23. The Wreck
24. Introduction\fn{by Sudhindranath Dutta (1901-1960)} Varanasi, Varanasi District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M)
1
The tree, a shock of red and yellow, shakes its crown;
The parrot hovers, kept from nest;
The year is overblown; the hangdog sun goes down;
And bones, though old, are yet impressed.

49

The wind alone is loud with distant lamentations --An infidel intoning runic evocations,
While Time, at wanton play amidst extinct oblations,
Reiterates its ageless jest;
And rid of dust from homing kine, the sky transcends the common noun—
The tree’s ambition and the parrot’s forfeit nest.
*
Then all at once, uprushing from chthonic deep,
The Dark Begetter overhelms,
The wind grows deathly still, and latitudes of sleep
Disintegrate the charted realms.
Oh, no, the night is not inert: its chronic fever
Breaks out in spangled sweat, as straining at some lever,
It alters far to near; and subtle like the beaver,
The moment makes of fretted elms
An ark for perfect self-assurance. But involved in whirlwinds’ sweep,
The parrot strays till Void, triumphant, overwhelms.
2
This gloomy day of rain I spent in reverie.
Throwing ajar the gates of my heart,
I made an easy passage for memories.
With sightless eyes I saw
*
Another day like this, framed in the curving sky;
In the rain's endless lamentation
Heard the tender greeting of that voice.
*
The fury of the storm as it pressed upon the shutters
Echoed the impotent rage of my ruined heart
Against a harsh, indifferent, silent God.
Rain ceased as evening came; The twilight's dying flame
*
With life's last effort, suddenly flashed
The signal for extinction. And then darkness spread
Within, without, its winding sheet.
*
No hope, it seemed,
No words to tell of this caged defeat.
It seemed that Death was closing in,
Narrowing its circles in slow manouevres.
*
Scurrying like a mouse in its hole,
Putrid crumbs I had stored through all my years
In my miser's coffers.
*
But now the game was up,
Closed the executioner's trap,
And soon the cleansing blade will fall
Annihilating all my beggarliness.
3
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If I never return to earth
I shall walk down this lane once more
And see the gateway in the delicate sunshine
And by its side the scarlet iris;
The closely tended flowers, the yellow and fresh blue
There, and the deep green carpet of the grass will rest my eyes.
Whose house, who lives there, these I shall not know –
But the eager pain of springtime in the farer's lonely breast,
Will fill, in the restful quiet that trembles with the piano
My eyes with joy for a passing moment.
*
On days of rain I still remember her
As soon as local green is overcast
With common grey, she comes, an image sharp
In outline only, lighted symbol-wise
By fitful flares of memory, just before
The curtain falls, and instantly, the show
And seer transfusing, I forget my years,
My forty years and more...
4
You hear me well : and yet you try
To hide within the desert's fold.
Here shadows shrink until they die,
While dead horizons cannot hold,
The quick mirage, and never near,
The cruel sky is mute and blue.
The hunter stalks no phantom deer;
He loses all by losing you.
The sands are heedless. Why run on,
When tell-tale footprints point the way?
Your pre-historic friends are gone,
And, all alone, you stand at bay.
*
By brooding on a broken egg
You cannot hatch or make it whole:
The self-consuming hunger's peg,
You play in void a dual role.
Become, instead, my wilful ark
Upon the chartless seas of sand;
For danger you may refuse to mark,
Although you know the lie of land.
Come let us seek a new retreat,
Enclosed in thorn and scorched all through,
Where water trickles, though not sweet;
The earth brings forth a date or two.
*
No wishful creeper shall I grow
To keep your iron cage concealed,
Nor call hucksters who would know
What price your useless wings should yield.
With moulted feathers I shall make
A fan to suit the anchorite,
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But out of fibrils never rake
The dust once raised by stars in flight.
My apprehensions shall prevail:
Your runic cry will not suborn:
For you are not the nightingale
Who lulls to feed on mortgaged corn.
*
This ruin is our inheritance:
A line of spendthrifts went before;
They picked the pounds, and left no pence:
Now both of us must pay their score.
And so your self-absorption seems
Inept: can blindness cheat a curse?
The present is no time for dreams:
By shunning me you make bad worse.
Let each of us then seal a bond
To serve the other's interest:
You speed me to the world beyond,
While I propose the human test.
5
My passing love,
Your peerless memory shall not be made everlasting in my heart,
Let the intense inspiration of your presence
Fade away into a tear-laden darkness,
Leaving an inarticulate ecstasy of inscrutable awareness,
Even as the flashing exhilaration of a starless monsoon night.
*
Should you wish, forget me, dear,
And if you will,
Give me a moment of passive pity,
In your evenings of wistful leisure,
But rremember, if you can, remember only this
My bark, my lone bark,
Floating on the langud stream of befogget monotony,
Was plunging into the depths of ambguous despair
When you, my lover,
My exotic lover,
Stretched out your arms in simple charity
And checked its constant career
6
Even now it’s you, and you alone I want
Even now I cry
Voiceless into the ears of vacancy
That, lacking you,
Intolerable is my present, my future locked in gloom,
And death my sole redress
Within an iinfinite hopelessness
Around an aimless orbit you pull me still, my love,
Wearied of motion, like the husk of a spent-out star,
My eyes can catch but the sickly gleam of a past.
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And in my waking dreams
All that exists is you and memories
*
And yet my heart
Rejects the comfort of lies.
A mirage, I know, you are,
Beyond my grasp, where life with life is mingled
No one, I know, can share the weight of my world, —
This world fordoomed, which I have made
Will crush me out some day
And itself dissolve in void.
*
Futile, I know,
Futile that glorious evening
When, fixed on me, your fathomless eyes
Overflowed with fruit-bestowing Swati’s holy water,
For I on that woodland path avowed
Merely a long accustomed love,
Cheating myself, your depths I did not probe,
And littered mine with falsity
Many a time, in like impatience caught
Blushes to maiden cheeks I had brought,
Tempted by the moment’s bloom,
Amazed ashokas I had rudely bent
Upon those other’s feet. But in sun and rain and wnd
Their faded footprints now are lost
And at the epoch’s end
Remembrance of you will also come to dust
And yet it’s you I want, and you alone
Yet now, in this ghost-inhabited cell
My anguish dishonors the inexpressible,
And endless sense of loss recites your mighty name—
Name—your name—but the name.
7
Once on such a rain-passed night—
Was it a hundred births ago?—
She came and suddenly put her hand in mine,
Looked in my eyes in a natural tenderness,
That night too a billowy breeze like this
Was playing with her locks’ gold crop,
All craving and fulfillment of endless ages,
Moved to search her bent-down glance
On one word’s throbbing, hesitant crest
Came to perch the seven heavens,
One moment stood across the way,
And ever-running time stopped,
The unbound abandoned of one promise
Pulled down the polestar to earth,
The mortal folly of one remembrance
Let loose the deluge
*
The full river represents her passion,
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From depths rising in endless seas loss,
Her heart mirrored in the speckless sky
Arcturus a jewel for her crowning
The dreamy night blue like her eyes,
The soft of her down in the pasture,
On my tongue again, ‘my dearest’,
But she loves someone else today
The memory-ants are thus piling
Dead joy-grains in holes of dark
Let her forget, in eons to come
I will not, I will not ever forget
8
God, O God, are you simply an empty name?
Are you really not there?
Are you really
A false nightmare of the forest fools?
9
Almighty,
Almighty inherited from the foregone century,
Give back, give me back the unflincing faith of my eldes,
So that like my ancestors
I too can happily think that, bought, subjugated,
You are my attendant slave.
10
Full of nausea
My unsouled body lying in the earthly hell
In mute darkness
Rapacious nightwalkers gorge their fill in it
Endless, endless, I know, is my suffering, unendurable, endless.
So it seems
That self-defence is ludicrous, resolution mere boasting,
The essence of life is to be fed to the ghouls,
To bear unflinching and unprotesting
Corpses’ company and the good will of jackals.
11
You hear me well • and yet you try
To hide within the desert’s fold
Here shadows shrink until they die,
While dead horizons cannot hold
The quick mirage and, never near,
The cruel sky is mute and blue
The hunter stalks no phantom deer,
He loses all by losing you
The sands are heedless Why run on,
When tell-tale footprints point your way,
Your prehistoric friends are gone,
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And, all alone, you stand at bay
*
By brooding on a broken egg,
You cannot hatch or make it whole •
The self-consuming hunger’s peg,
You play in void a dual role
Become, instead, my willful ark
Upon the chartless sea of sand,
For danger you refuse to mark,
Although you know the lie of land
Come, let us seek a new retreat,
Enclosed in thorn and scorched all through,
Where water trickles, though not sweet,
The earth brings forth a date or two.
*
No wishful creeper shall I grow
To creep your iron cage concealed.
Nor call in hucksters who would know
What price your useless wings should yield
With moulted feather I shall make
A fan to suit the anchorite,
But out of fibrils never rake
The dust once raised by stars in flight
My apprehensions shall prevail
Your runic cry will not suborn
For you are not the Nightingale
Who lulls to feed on mortgaged corn.
*
This ruin is our inheritance
A line of spendthrifts went before,
They picked the pounds, and left no pence:
Now both of us must pay their score
And so your self-absorption seems
Inept. Can blindness cheat a curse?
The present is no time for dreams
By shunning me you make bad worse
Let each of us then seal a bond
To serve the other’s interest
You speed me to the world beyond,
While I propose the human test
12
All of a sudden the autumn evening like an aged whore
Covered the sure spread of decay with excessive paint …
So I told her full confidently that evening—
Let yellow leaves fall on autumn’s assault,
Snow pile in trackless bowers of love,
Wandering swans fly away from dried up lakes
In search of cheerful nests beyond the seven seas,
Yet nothing will lose In death’s undying transformation
Memorys Egyptian seed after right ripening in eons
Will bring forth in the orchard of wishful creepers the miracle flower
Time annihilates, but time too has faith in self,
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So in its cave reflections earth lamp after earth lamp will have
A breezeless, flickering glow.
*
Centuries pass In that celebrated cave
Bats build their home gradually, in nooks
Owls concentrate on rats, in corners prudent jackals
Hide half-eaten corpses, around the overturned deity
Earthworms gather, at times a contented lump
Relieves its heartburns, sitting at the thorny door
In their excrement and lymph the past’s perfect emblem
Is ever buried, in salt air the lime coat has come off
And the skeleton rock wears a grin The city rich, bored,
Once in a while come for a picnic there
With friends and whores, flashing torches after food
Stare at the wall where the desecrated trunk
Presses Vaidehi’s thigh, at dusk leaving torn leaves and broken tins
Go back to town. The evening’s gloom increases
With scattered coal and ashes, the fatigue of the finished feast.
Then rises a wind, the evening star is suddenly lost;
In nightmare’s disarray a blind ruin alone stays up through night.
13
Death, your wild boat
Is anchored again?
Your alien flute I hear
In the wilderness?
*
When first you came,
My load was heavy,
I hadn’t yet known that life’s essence
Was only to seek you
Hadn’t seen in shoreless seas,
Mortal men lived on islands alone,
In vain a desperate jetty,
No steering in dark,
Hadn’t known that laughing and weeping
Were equal, eternal thirst a dream.
*
Don’t say this time, friend, don’t,
“No room in loaded boat”
Rock the waves swaying swing
At my moveless feet
Pour storms in windless sail
Wake up thunder above
In lashing downpour of wholesome rain
Wash my body’s dust
Throwing peril all around
Pull me up in your boat, friend.
14
When your lustrous locks will become snow-white
That erect prime body like a tuberose stick
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Will look dustward
Will you realize, you thirfty girl, that wakeful dark night—
If him who had desired you in the full moon’s unbound overflow,
You had offered your lissome body for a moment,
There would not have been the least difference in the last disaster?
Will you realize that in that crisis our self-control
And our abandon are indifferential to the indifferent God?
15
We met at the most inauspicious moment,
Approaching cosmic disaster
*
Don’t you know, undaunted girl, even if
Our childish dreams be true today,
Even if this envious society of nincompoops
Pardon an unearthly union of two,
Yet all is in vain —Our own undying past
Will in a sudden earthquake ruin the grounds of faith.
*
Still there is no going back at all,
You I want in body and mind
*
Darkness deepens, none beside but you,
Terror piles up in skies
Avert the greedy destiny in a proud defiance,
Put your hand in mine, fearless girl
16
I do not know what independence means,
And I have still to see the sword recast
As plowshare
Such signs are far too null to harbinger
That freedom we who once were young can call
A solace But the rising sap is not
Our only loss the years have hollowed out
The ancient world, and while the heavens sag,
The earth is brittle underneath our feet
So does it matter if events belie
Our expectations buried deep within
The mounting debris of successful wars
And consummated revolutions?
*
When, however, midnight strikes
Once more and squalor is restored in place
Of splendor, memory will turn away
From incidentals of eternal flux,
And, seeking consolation, contemplate
An old man’s lefgendary faith. He chose,
As liberty demands, to raise his voice
Above the roar of atom burst, and let
The spirit of man speak through him.
All else will crumble into dust, but should
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His name be uttered at the zero hour,
The dream of independence would survive
The ruin of aggressive opulence.
17
Yet it rains unceasing in my heart
A wet grey, unbodied city,
As wicked as a ghost.
The rapt meditation is snapped as it swoops
What shadows are those on the screen?
What names? No answer, only
The rain beats down
*
At times I feel I know them
Such forms and lines, lightning-flashed,
Are caught in Chinese canvasses.
In Spain too, such gestures
Are perhaps a part of the painted discords;
Disrupting their quiet luxuries there too
An alien army breaks in pleasure gardens today.
From Spain to China in twilight lost.
*
They also did love like me
Boundless plains and sovereign skies,
And stars swept by winds
Fed up with living in hordes,
They looked for emotional ties,
Thought the silver moon was within reach
Hung from the wish-trees stooping branch
In the city only venom drank
They too like me
But spreading gossamer in void,
Throws mockery around the honey-bees
The ever wakeful Time
The blind flies buzz, in all world hangs
Time’s gossamer.
*
His freedom we must first renew,
Else cities and plains
Will keep covered in stale corpses
In our own strength we must join
The turbulence of purification.
18
Whose priests?
Steps—whose footsteps
Echo in silence? Arrival—
Whose arrival suddenly brings
A noisy interruption to the promised oracle?
It is to be the other then?
That brute force by yielding to which you become deathless,
Is it his awakening this time,
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The Egyptian corpse
That was hidden away in an underground grave
Comes, not you, he, half-beast, half-man
With an ever-widening desert?
The eternal Soul is dead: a dread drums in heart.
19
At great pains I have learned to swim,
At least drifting down the stream is no problem now
The river too has many bends;
And being thrown on some of them, survive
Even such as do not know the ABC of swimming
Them the sea does no draw.
In reeds or sedges
Or in the green gossamer of mermaid’s hair.
They are not tangled like blind flies
*
Rather whirlpools
Fling them on safe shores.
In a fierce duel
Killing the wakeful demon, it is they who collect
Half the kingdom and princess, an arousing climate
Makes them propagate the line, and lying here finally
In rapture they hear the welcome from heaven.
*
Yet I cannot plunge in water from my drowing boat.
In vain skill
Hold on to the broken helm; fix the torn sail with care;
Pore over the maps shreds
Forget I am alone, the companions
Have stayed back in luring ports or in fatigue,
Even their track is lost.
*
And so I am helpless today, with no child, a destitute;
Again and again
The Almighty screws up the difference between desire and ability.
Water fills up
The boat full of holes, but I imagine I am riding
The boundless deep at pleasure, in fact in flow-tide
Come back as much as advance in the ebb …
*
In what faith do I then
Hold on to the broken helm, fix the torn sail with care,
Pore over the map’s shreds,
Think
On these few worn-out planks the absurd claim of the ego
Be again answered beyond the seven seas?
*
That ancient thirst
Which the sea could not quench, will perhaps be rid
In the river where the flow and ebb mingle, where
The great void is mirrored, the father of the sea and its symbol,
Unsurpassable, self-contained, progressive.
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20
Perhaps no God exists. Creation, born a waif,
Remains unruly still
21
Predicting victory, you said that, diabolical though
The Nazis were, they too must vanish once their day was done;
And, true enough, defeated Germany is in the throe
Of total death, while West, it seems, awaits the morning sun.
At least the Russian legions, like a retributive flood,
Engulf exploited lands to aggravate their brittleness,
And Paris, freed, when not redeeming shame with traitor’s blood,
Parades before the tattered world dress after perfect dress
Become at last an equal partner both in war and peace,
America is lavish now with money as with men,
And even England, which monopolized the Golden Fleece,
Prepares to found the welfare state and start from scratch again.
*
For all that, when you spoke of victory, you did not want
The present state of things which cancels profit out by loss,
Reducing them to utter nullity, and what we flaunt
As peace is but exhaustion of the will, our special cross
Was it for this that we endured two global wars, rejoiced
In countless insurrections, piled up millions of dead
To rot in shallow graves? And has the time now come to hoist
Triumphal flags along the cheering streets dictators tread?
The heavens are extince, and darkness has regained its sway.
You too are lost for ever in the emptiness of space.
Who then will answer if the desolation of today
Is cumulative punishment for Adam’s fall from grace?
22
But since no universal nostrum can appease
The hunger for hallucination, Rimbaud himself had failed,
Even in the last century, to find that quiet spot,
Although, as if in victorious expiation of
Colonizer’s crimes, he had fled to the African coast
(Where poetry and the saki are just as unthinkable
As alcohol’s flow is fatal) and I as old as the twentieth century.
Drowing in Bengal Bay, no hero, yet a witness to cumulative ruin
Since birth, through wars and revolutions, have grown dead cold
To humanist’s hymns and Evolutions comfort,
And more averse to the past than regressive to progress.
For driven on by the urgencies of Past
And forbidden by Future, we all hang
In mid-air now, islanders all, whether or not we recognize
This evolution of Nothing. Even the present disaster sounds
Like those presumably vapid verses
Where ‘love’ rhymes with ‘dove’ and sometimes ‘grove’ as well.
And the pretty mood conceals the lack
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Of self’s realization. And now that those rhapsodic visions
I’ve abandoned as delusive, it’s illegitimate
And also a mark of failure, to raise a shout
Over this total ruin, my own dreams’ concoction.
23
Autumn’s splendor in an immense plain:
On horizon a flock of white sheep
Graze confidently, a shepherd seldom limps
In a pleasant wood.
*
Ending in empty barns, beginning in a closing mart,
Who is this on foot, alone?
A dream of gold in two eyes, the wares flaws and dues
Suddenly made light.
*
But the day flits by fast fades
The field’s green in void,
Bursting in a buoyant atmosphere the hidden flow of dark
Drowns the earth
*
The wanderer made a boatman then, the only asset
A sinking little boat
His whole world thus surging in a flood.
All goods thrown up.
*
Of course the final suspension of breath is irremediable;
Unsurpassable are nothing’s bounds,
In conspired wrecks the auspicious polestar and subjerged magnet
Are indifferential.
*
Yet only when the boatman drops into the abyss,
In a flash of memory,
He will realize himself, then mingling in the elements
Becomes nature.
24
Only instants are true to me, that is, in my opinion
Our sense objects are forthwith made obsolescent, hence
What has bearing on them, that world too. Yet Time is not
Running from the past to future, and although its evidence
Is in the bowels or pulse, into that secret region
Like the sensitive, the hungry too are barred access.
However science says that Time’s goal is manifest
In a sure and pervasive entropy, and who in the world
In blind faith can help agreeing that it is
The imprint of the day’s sinning that is stamped on its face,
That the night is frothy from the Dark One’s eddies, the oracle
A lament from unfulfilment, the ancestral home haunted by
Ghosts? Yet the disappeared moment is never visible,
Man’s assured knowledge is up to his footprint, wilidest fancy
Fugitive or inference loaded with reasoning
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*
Then why push upstream, specially, at journey’s end
When personal belief is what is waiting? Doubtless
The immediate cheer of the moment is sincere, but far
Comes near of its own in the present, history becomes
Alive as images, the heavens leap into the frog’s well,
A former life’s expenses revert to realization’s dacapo,
And why in separation, in union as well, in alternate costume,
Learn the role of proud self-confidence the dangling one’s
Progeny. The earth is engaged in self-revolution
Underneath the unpropped feet, heaven is hanging above.
At the back the prophetic Nothing forces a preface, in front
Floats up glory in the crystal magic glass—in a row
They all light evening lamps in the Great Exit, so that
The sojourner may not lose his returning way in Sahara.
A whirling splintering car is the present, the world filled with anarchy.
78.197 The Obstacle\fn{by Sailajanand Mookerjee (1901-1976)} Andal, Burdwan District, West Bengal State, India (M)
4
It happened just before the autumn holidays. May be it was the last week of September or perhaps it was early
October. The frogs no longer croaked in the little ponds. The fury of the monsoons was over. The cloudless sky
was as blue as ever. The night was still young and the moon rode in the sky. The white light had flooded the
veranda of my bungalow. I was stretched on my easy chair while idle thoughts flitted through my mind.
Idle thoughts indeed! I was a servant of the coal-mines. No one could be sure when and what danger
threatened. Besides, the mine whose Manager I had just been appointed was not at all in good condition. The
program of pillar blasting was in full force. Santal coolies demurred to go down because of the threat of gas.
I am writing about a time when mining laws were not so strict as today. There was an urgent demand from the
head office that I must send more coal. I had sent down a group of Santals. They would blast one or more of the
pillars with dynamite. We would collect the coal of the next morning.
There were some sephali trees just in front of my bungalow. They were covered with masses of white flowers.
The powerful scent hung I the air and turned my thoughts astray. I remembered another autumn evening in the
days of my youth when also the sephali had bloomed.
Even the memory of those days was sweet. I was in pleasant reverie when suddenly the headman rushed
frantically in. A man had been killed in one of the lower galleries of the mine.
In a moment I forgot the sephali-scented autumn night. I forgot all about my vanished youth. I took up a safety
lamp and said, “Let us go.”
*
It was a Santal youth who had died. He was healthy and handsome but those who work in coal-mines often die
sudden deaths. His death was sudden but not unusual.
In this case, however, he had almost courted death. One could even call it suicide.
I would of course have to send an explanation. There will however be no trace in our records of the reasons for
his death. New deaths would soon make us forget him.
They say that if a man dies for a woman, it is material for a story. This young man had died for a woman. I
have therefore kept a brief record of the facts. If in future some writer could tell the story and make our Paltu of
Mainabuni immortal,\fn{The text has: Mainabuni mine immortal.} it would perhaps be the proper things.
*
I have never come across finer men than these Shantals. They do not know how to tell a lie. If they commit a
fault, they admit it with a readiness which astonishes us. Whatever they do, they do with gusto. They drink and
get drunk. They sing and they dance. They make merry. They also work untiringly from sunrise to sunset.
Whether in work or in play, they recognize no restraint. They know how to kill but they also know how to die.
Near the mine, there was a huge mango garden with a dozen houses built under the trees. We used to call them
the Santal quarters. Poltu had his room in these quarters.
One day, I was walking past the garden in connection with some work. Poltu suddenly stood in my way. I
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asked, “What is the matter?”
Poltu said, :”Come once to our quarters, mister.”
I asked, “Why?”
Poltu said, “Jhuman has returned.”
I said, “What am I to do if Jhuman has returned?”
Poltu said, “You won’t have to do anything, Mister. Please only come with me.”
I followed him into the garden. The winter was over and there was a suspicion of spring in the air. The trees
were covered with mango blossoms. Many-colored butterflies were flitting around. The newly arrived cuckoo
poured out his heart in song. I was walking on when Poltu suddenly stopped and said, “Look.”
I followed his finger and saw that not far away as Santal girl stood under a tree. She was humming a tune and
putting mango blossoms in her hair.
I asked Poltu, “Who is she?”
Poltu smiled and said, “She is my wife.”
I forgot myself and kept gazing at her. She was really wroth looking at. I have seen many Santal girls but I
have never seen anyone like her. She was as beautiful as she was full of life. She was of course dark, but till I had
seen her I had never known that a dark girl could be so beautiful. It seemed to me that a master artist had carved a
woman out of black marble. She was flawless. As she stood under the tree, I suddenly thought she was a goddess
of the forest. Poltu said, “Do you know, Mister, why she is standing there?”
I said, “No. Why?”
Poltu said, “She is waiting for Jhuman.”
I was not listening to him. In fact, I could not turn my eyes and was looking at her with wonder. When Poltu
said, “I tell you, Mister, I shall kill this Jhuman,” absent-mindedly I relied, “Why?” but immediately collected my
thoughts and said, “Oh, is that so?”
Perhaps she had heard our voices and turned her face. Her laughter rang out but, like a frightened doe, she ran
away. Poltu asked, “Can you hear the flute, Mister?”
I had in fact been listening to the flute for some time. It seemed to me that someone was sitting by the side of
the hillock and playing a most plaintive tune.
Poltu said, “Jhuman is playing on his flute. The fellow starts to play and Kinni runs out of our house. She has
no heart I her work once she hears the flute.”
I asked, “So your wife is called Kinni?”
“Poltu said, “Yes Mister; you have just seen her.”
I confess I wanted to see Kinni once again.
“Call Kinni, I shall give her a scolding, I said.
Pooltu rushed away to call Kinni. I stood alone in the mango garden. After a few moments Poltu returned but
he had with him not Kinni but a Santal young man. He had a wonderful body and excellent health. This was
Jhuman, with a reed flute in his hands.
I asked, “Where is Kinni?”
Poltu said, “She refused to come.”
Jhuman used to work in the mines but had suddenly left us.
I asked him, “Hallo Jhuman, where have you been all these days?”
Jhuman replied, “I have been here and there and everywhere.”
I felt it would not be proper to ask the question in the presence of Poltu. I called Jhuman aside and asked,
“Why have you returned?”
Jhuman said, “I could not help it. I felt I must see Kinni.”
I scolded him and said, “This is very wrong. Kinni is Poltu’s wife. You had better leave her alone.”
Jhuman did not say anything and only smiled.
I asked, “Why don’t you reply?”
Jhuman breathed out a deep sigh and said, “I will run away with Kinni.”
“But why should Poltu let her go?”
Jhuman said that he would carry her away by force.
“But it won’t be right. Don’t you realize that?”
Jhuman said, “I am a Santal. I do not understand all this.”
I asked him, “Does Poltu know?”
Jhuman said, “If he does not, call him and tell him what I want to do. If he can, let him stop Kinni and me.”
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I asked him in a low tone, “So Kinni is in love with you, is it not?”
Jhuman smiled and said nothing. In spite of my repeated questions, he would not say a word.
I thought I would find out from Kinni. I called Poltu and said, “Better bring Kinni to my bungalow one day. I
shall try to persuade her.”
*
I thought that when Kinni came to my bungalow I would watch her carefully and ask her whom she loved.
With whom did she want to live? I was still waiting when I heard after a day or two that there was a terrible row
in the Santal quarters. I was worried and immediately got ready to go there.
When I arrived, I was astonished by what I saw. The men and women of the quarter stood in a large circle in
one corner of the garden. In the open space within, Poltu and Jhuman were fighting. It seemed that two diggers
were engaged in mortal combat. Muscles swelled on their bodies. Blood was flowing from Poltu’s forehead.
There was also a wound on Jhuman’s knee but neither was prepared to give in. Entirely oblivious of the crowd,
they were intent on fighting one another.
I turned to an old Santal and said, “Can’t you stop them fighting?”
The old man waved to me to desist and said, “You better keep out of it.”
I could not do so. Jhuman had attacked Poltu so violently that I feared that unless they were stopped, he might
kill him. I passed through the circle, entered into the open space and shouted aloud,
“Jhuman!”
Jhuman let his hands drop when he heard my voice. I had thought that this would end the fight but Poltu saw
his chance. In a moment he had thrown Jhuman on the ground and sat on his chest. If I had not hurried forward,
he would have strangled him. I separated them, but because of my intervention, Jhuman had lost. He therefore had
to give up all hopes of getting Kinni.
If he did not get Kinni, life was not worth living. Jhuman was terribly depressed and in a few days
disappeared. No one, in fact, had any news of him.
Poltu was happy at this turn of events. In his joy, he started drinking day and night. I was curious to know how
Kinni was faring. Was she still quarreling with Poltu? I could not however make inquiries about a common Santal
girl, for I was the Manager of the mines.
I of course met Poltu now and then inside the mine. He was always dead drunk. If I asked him any question, he
answered whatever came to his head. Besides, whenever he saw me, it reminded him of Jhuman and he started to
abuse him in filthy language. His words were such that I had no option but to leave him as soon as possible.
Once during the rains, I had to go down into the mine one morning. When I came back about midday and was
taking off my waterproof, someone called me from behind. I turned and saw Poltu. I asked him, “What is it you
want?”
Poltu said, “I have come to you Mister, so that you may give Kinni a good scolding.”
I asked, “Why?”
Poltu said, “She is behaving very funnily with me. She won’t talk to me and she won’t cook for me.”
“If she does not cook, what do you eat?”
Poltu retorted, “I cook for her.”
I was suddenly very angry with Poltu. I told him, “You are rightly served. I cannot blame Kinni if she does not
talk to you or cook for you. You should deem yourself lucky that she stays with a drunkard like you. How can you
expect it otherwise when you are dead drunk all the twenty-four hours?”
I abused him and asked him to get out but, before my words had ended, there was a peal of laughter from
outside. I came out to see and found the Kinni was rolling with laughter. She followed me up the steps. She was as
beautiful as ever. Her eyes were liquid and her figure full of grace. She had coiled her hair in a knot which rested
on her right shoulder. The first time I saw her she had mango blossoms in her hair. Today she had a kadam flower
with green leaves.
Poltu explained, “When I told Kinni that I was coming to you to complain against her, she accompanied me to
hear your judgment.”
I pretended to scold her, “This is very wrong of you Kinni. Why do you quarrel with Poltu?”
The answer was another peal of laughter.
This time, I was angry. “Why are you laughing?” I asked.
Kinni retorted, “Do you want me to weep?”
I asked, “Poltu drinks too much: is this not the trouble?”
Kinni said, “Not only does he drink but he abuses Jhuman day and night.”
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“Is that why you quarrel with him?”
Kinni could not stop laughing as she said, “Of course, yes.”
I said gravely, “When Poltu again drinks and abuses Jhuman, you come and tell me. I shall punish him, but
don’t you quarrel with him.”
Kinni laughed in Poltu’s face and said, “Didn’t I tell you so?” and ran away like a streak of lightning.
I felt a little sorry for Poltu. He had such a fine wife and was still unable to live happily. He was truly
unfortunate. I told him, “Don’t drink so much. Besides, such Jhuman has left, why do you keep on abusing him?”
I had not yet bathed or dined and dismissed Poltu. I could not however forget Kinni. Her image seemed to
linger before my eyes.
*
What happened next can be very briefly related. No one had thought that Jhuman would return. Poltu had gone
to drink with his friends and Kinni was sitting alone in front of their house. Suddenly she Jhuman standing before
her. Her eyes filled with tears as she looked at Jhuman.
Jhuman said nothing but kept looking at her with sad eyes. It was Kinni who spoke first. She wiped her tears
and said, “Why have you come back after such a long time?”
Jhuman said, “I could not bear it any longer and felt I must see you.”
“You could bear it very well till now.”
“It was my fate. I tried to win you but I failed. I have made up my mind to die and that is why I have returned.”
Kinni said, “Don’t be foolish? Why should you die?”
Jhuman said, “I am telling you the truth. Look what I have here.”
He showed her a stick of dynamite, a charge of gunpowder and a safety lap. He explained that he was going
down into the mine. After blasting the pillar, he would not move away. Tomorrow, everybody would know that he
was dead.
Kinni pulled him to herself and clung to him. She pleaded with him, “Don’t act foolishly, Jhuman.” She started
and broke away from his embrace when suddenly she heard Poltu. In the clear moonlight, Poltu shouted to her in
a terrible voice. Without a word, Jhuman left her and walked away towards the mine. Kinni trembled but said
nothing.
Poltu asked, “This was Jhman, wasn’t it?”
Kinni said, “Yes.”
Poltuy asked, “Where is he going?”
Kinni replied, “He is going into the mine.”
Poltu said, “I shall finish him today. I will blow him up with dynamite.”
He tottered away after Jhuman in a drunken state. Kinni could not remain alone. She also ran after them
towards the mine.
*
Poltu signed the pay roll and drew out the stuff from the godown. This made him a little late but he did not
mind. He had learnt that Jhuman had gone into gallery number thirteen. Poltu knew the mines in and out. He
knew that this gallery had no outlet. If he could somehow remove one pillar near the entrance, the coal from the
roof would block the way and Jhuman would be buried alive. He laughed to himself as he thought of Jhuman
slowly suffocating to death.
His calculations however went wrong. His joy at the prospect of Jhuman’s death and the enormous quantity of
wine he had consumed made him do something he had never wanted to do. He blew up a pillar all right but it was
not the one he had meant to. A pile of coal came down and made him also a prisoner.
Poltu did not at first realize this. As soon as he heard the dynamite go off, he leapt with joy and shouted to
himself, “Now you will die like a rat!” As he turned to go out, he discovered that he had blocked his own way out.
He took up his safety lamp, but he did not know what to do. He found another lamp moving toward him and
asked, “Who goes there?”
It was Jhuman who replied.
Poltu breathed a sigh of relief. “Perhaps this is all right. We shall go to our death together. It is better that both
of us die. Look here, I have blocked the way out.”
Suddenly, he heard a third person coughing in the dark. Poltu lifted the safety lamp and asked, “Is there anyone
else in the gallery?”
Jhuman said, “Yes” and focused his safety lamp on Kinni’s face.
Poltu started and said, “What brings you here Kinni?”
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Kinni did not say anything; but Jhuman replied on her behalf. He said, “I had made up my mind to die. Kinni
followed me in order to make me change my mind.”
Poltu said, “This is excellent. We shall all three die together.”
The close confined space was gradually filling up with gas. Poltu coughed, Jhuman coughed and so did Kinni.
Suddenly, something stirred in Poltu’s mind. He said, “I can clear a way out, but this time we will have to
strike the dynamite with a hammer. Whosoever does it will die. Who shall it be? You or I?”
Jhuman had made up his mind. Without a moment’s hesitation he said, “I shall strike the dynamite.”
Poltu watched Kinni and Jhuman as they clung to one another in the face of death. What thoughts passed in his
mind, he alone knew. In a voice devoid of emotion, he said to Jhuman, “If you have anything to say to Kinni
before you die, this is our last chance. You can move away a little so that you can speak to her by yourself.”
Kinni pulled Jhuman away and pleaded with him to desist from suicide. Their talk was interrupted by a terrible
explosion. To their horror, they realized that Poltu had struck the dynamite. Kinni and Jhuman rushed up to him.
They found that the way had been opened And they could go out.
Under the heap of black coal lay Poltu who had willingly courted death that they might live.
1902
69.1 The Beggar-Woman And Her Bequest\fn{by Rambrisha Benipuri (1902-1968)} Benipur, Muzaffarpur District,
Bihar State, India (M) 7
Accompanied by a friend, Brajesh went up the Golghar and from its top looked at the western sky. The colorful
display of the rays of the setting sun beyond the domes of the High Court and the Secretariat charmed his eyes. In
the north, his eye fell on the murky waves of the swollen Ganga, and a little beyond that, on a train moving on the
Sonepur bridge, belching out a cloud of smoke. He had a bird’s eye-view of the Patna town in the east, stretching
from Kadamkuan to Kumhrar, which appeared slipping slowly into an early slumber just with the advent of the
dusk. Enjoying a full view of the scene from the top of the Golghar, Brajesh entered the sprawling Patna Lawn.
While taking a leisurely stroll through it, the two friends began talking about politics.
As their talk was just warming up, a beggar appeared on the scene. His repeated cry of “A pice, babu!” proved
to be an interruption, irritating enough to make Brajesh angry. Aiming his remarks at his somewhat loyalist friend,
he burst out:
“This is your British rule, forcing such stout and strong fellows to beg. Can’t they be put to some gainful
employment? They are shirkers, you would argue. Then put all such persons behind prison bars, reform their
habits, and teach them to work. The present government uses the prisons to confine the patriotic youths in them
and lets them languish there. The police of the country hunt down promising young men with a vengeance. How
can it have the time to pay attention to such dregs? If they pester the citizens, well and good!”
His friend, before he could give any reply, came across an acquaintance. They began to exchange pleasantries.
“Please excuse me. I have to attend to my office-duties even at night. Good-bye!”
He hastened away from there. After crossing the lawn he reached the Exhibition Road crossing. There, too near
a big peepul tree, he caught sight of a human figure, leaning against an electric pole and asking for a pice in the
same beseeching voice. As the sound grated on his ear-drums, Brajesh flared up:
“They won’t let you have your moment of peace anywhere, the wretched ones!” he growled.
Averting his eyes from that figure, he thought of going on with speed, but even then he could somehow see that
the figure was that of a woman, and there was a child also in her lap.
Brajesh nourished deep affection for children. Whenever he came across a toddler, he was sure to fondle it,
and, if possible, implant a fervent kiss on its cheeks. At the very sight of the child, his heart was filled with
emotion. His hand impulsively went into his pocket, and taking out the small change that came to hand, he placed
it on protruding palm of the beggar-woman. As soon as the piece was placed on her palm, it glistened by the
electric light—it was quite half-a-rupee! The beggar-woman’s hand shuddered, thinking it to be a mistake. But
Brajesh seemed to be unconcerned. With a gleeful smile on his lips, he said:
“Matters little. Buy a phial of red tonic with this for the child. It has come out purely by her good luck.” And
with these words he left the place.
*
Brajesh is a sentimental young man. Having been gifted with a sharp intellect, he did his B.A. with honors in
English literature. He stood first in the university. Some well-wishers advised him to study further, while a few
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others tried to persuade him to take up the job of a Deputy Collector. But he had already made up his mind to
devote his time to journalism, and he stuck to it. Presently he is the assistant editor of a Hindi daily,
The next day, on the way to his office, when he reached the Exhibition Road crossing, his eyes automatically
ran over the area in search of the beggar-woman of the previous night. But she was nowhere to be found. How
much attention can be paid to one beggar when there are hundreds of them around these days? The child of course
mattered a bit. The half-a-rupee, that came out of his pocket by chance, so to say, added a new dimension indeed
to the matter.
However, in the evening he saw the beggar-woman standing under the peepul tree. Whenever she saw a
gentleman or woman coming, she moved a little towards the fringe of the road to beg for money. The child made
some impact, and she got from the people more than the average.
“Not a child, but a means of subsistence—what a pitiable condition!”—thinking along this line Brajesh
reached the spot. No sooner had he come within her sight than she emerged from the shade and advanced towards
him. Before she could say anything, Brajesh’s hand involuntarily reached for the pocket. Throwing a one-anna
piece into her hand, he moved on, casting a loving and lingering look over the child.
And then, while returning from his office, he very often looked at the beggar-woman and her child, and threw a
few pice on her outstretched palm. The discovery that the child was a girl made him stop near the woman and
very often fondle the girl. One day his fingers advanced towards the girl’s cheeks to caress them, but he withdrew
them at once on becoming conscious of the public gaze that would impute motive to him for showing so much of
love and affection to a beggar-woman’s child.
Affection for the girl induced him to pay attention to her mother as well. Whenever he looked at her, he felt she
was trying to read his face. Her eyes didn’t betray any sign of her old acquaintances. There was some sort of
uncommonness about her dress also. Her sari was tattered with so many patches on it, yet its border revealed that
it must have been a fine one some time ago. The golden embroidery of the blouse she was wearing glistened at
times under her sari. Her right wrist was bare, but from the left dangled a single red bracelet which, when she
raised her left hand, would slide down to the elbow and swing awkwardly. Her heavily pock-marked face looked
ugly, even repulsive when intently looked at. Yet from her eyes emanated a peculiar sort of shyness mixed with
modesty and grace rare in a beggar. Two of her front teeth were broken, which not only made her look ugly but
created confusion about her age also.
Although the beggar-woman herself was in rags and looked hungry and emaciated, she took tender care of her
child, whose hair she combed regularly and applied kajal (collyrium) to her lower eye-lids. The child was always
seen with either a doll or a tinkler in her hand. Her clothes also used to be fine. It even aroused suspicion in the
mind of a passer-by about the child having been stolen from some well-to-do family. However, a close
observation of the caresses she poured upon her and the feeling of ease with which the child clung to her dispelled
the cloud of suspicion the next moment.
“A queer beggar-woman she is. Does she have a history behind her?”
Such inconvenient questions gripped his sensitive mind. His journalistic instinct to investigate a mystery
prompted him to find out the truth. But the fear of getting involved in a public scandal discouraged him:
“What if she is ugly and has become a mother. She is still young all the same: Times are woefully bad;
everybody relishes feasting one’s eyes on anything evil. Who cares delving deep into one’s inner self? Who cares
to look into the real intentions? Allegations are already there up one’s sleeve, ready-made and handy, to be
indiscriminately heaped upon anybody at will.”
Such thoughts as well as heavy work at the office dissuaded him from visiting the beggar-woman for some
time. And yet, the memory of her and her child possessed him all the more. At times he felt as if he had seen such
a face somewhere in the past. He would try to recollect the girls he had closely observed or those who had ever
impressed his mind and heart, comparing the face of each such girl with hers. However, he could not continue this
process for long as the pimples on the woman’s face filled his heart with a strange feeling of abhorrence.
“Damn this beggar-woman. I am a queer person indeed, making a mountain out of a mole-hill, and get
entangled in the cobweb of my own creation. There are bigger issues than this in the world.”
Getting puzzled, he would light a cigarette and try to forget it all.
It was a winter night, and Brajesh was still there in his office, working on the special issue of his paper to be
published in a day or two. When the clock was about to strike two, he felt his fingers were numb with cold and a
strange weariness creeping all over his body. The westerly wind coming through chinks pierced his heart and
bones. His eye-lids were getting heavy with sleep. And yet his pen, reinforced with tea and cigarettes, ran swiftly
to complete the work that very night.
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Submitting the last matter and having read the last proof, and mentally annoyed with his job, he started for his
residence. The road wore a deserted look. The light from the electric poles could scarcely penetrate the thick mist
that hung on the air. Puffing at his cigarette, he walked swiftly to reach home as soon as possible and go to sleep
under a warm quilt.
It was in such a mental state that he reached the Exhibition Road crossing. He had not. seen the beggar-woman
for a couple of days because of his returning late at night. So when he reached that spot, he was suddenly
reminded of the beggar-woman:
“Ah, where would she go with her child in such a cold night? That small, delicate and lovely girl, like a doll!”
To dismiss her tormenting image from his mind, Brajesh took a strong puff at the cigarette. Just then he heard a
painful groan followed by the loud shriek of a child. Brajesh couldn’t check himself, and taking a turn, as if he
were a machine, he tried in the light of his torch to find out the source of the agonizing shrieks and painful groans
near the peepul tree. But he could see nothing. As he was about to go away, he heard the agonizing shrieks once
again. They were, of course, coming from the roots of the tree towards which he was drawn like a puppet. At last,
he saw a woman, covered with an old and tattered piece of canvas, lying between the two protruding roots of the
peepul tree possibly to protect herself from the cold as well as from the wicked look of the passers-by, and beside
her lay her child, too. Yes, it was the same girl that had given out the loud shrieks, having slipped out of the canvas cover. She was feeling cold, perhaps. The girl opened her eyes when the flash of the torchlight fell upon her
face. She shrieked out again. Hearing the shriek of the child, the beggar-woman moved a little under her cover
and began to groan deeply.
Brajesh found himself in an awkward situation. He stood unavailing before the crying child and the groaning
mother with the following thoughts darting across his mind:
“What to do? What would one think if one finds me here? Let one think whatever one likes, but at present, I
myself don’t know what to do. Should I lift up the child? Should I shake the beggar-woman by the body to wake
her up? What has happened to her that she is groaning, leaving the girl alone? One who clasped the child to her
bosom in the day-time has forsaken her in such a chilly night! What if some stray animal picks up the child and
takes her away! Would the mother be able to survive the shock?”
While Brajesh was thinking along this line and the little girl was giving out heart-rending shrieks, the beggarwoman, shaking herself a little and putting one of her hands out of the canvas, began to fumble in the dark at
something, and on finding nothing, she became still once again. But her groans increased.
Brajesh could no longer stand there as a mute spectator. He put the child close to her mother. Drawing the girl
quickly inside the canvas, she clasped her to her breast after which the girl stopped crying.
But for the piteous groans of the beggar-woman Brajesh would have left the place thereafter. Summoning his
courage, he removed the canvas from the face of the beggar-woman. Her eye-lashes shook, and there was a mild
movement in her eye-lids; but she couldn’t open her eyes, though she tried to. How could she open her eyes? Her
face, covered all over with boils and fruncles,\fn{ Infections of hair follicles under the skin :W} was glowing like a live
coal, and she was breathing heavily. Brajesh stood aghast at the terrible sight. Then the lips of the woman
quivered a little, and in a feeble voice she struggled hard to utter the word, “Water!”
Water! From where to get water at that hour of the night? The roadside hydrant would be dry, and he was not
known to anybody in the neighborhood. He went running wildly to his office and woke up his office- peon. Asking
him to go post-haste to the station to bring either a phaeton, a lumtum or a rickshaw to the Exhibition Road
crossing, he himself rushed back to the beggar- woman with a pot full of water.
On reaching the hospital at 2 A.M., Brajesh found the doctor on duty dozing in an easy-chair. At first, the
doctor tried to ignore him, but when he disclosed his identity, he was all attention to him. Brajesh could see for
himself the effect of the profession he had been cursing a little while ago. Who is not scared of a journalist?
The doctor examined the patient with due care and attention. No sooner had he finished examining the patient
than his facial expression changed abruptly. Looking minutely at her clothes, be asked Brajesh:
“Please excuse me. May I know who she is?”
“Why, what’s the matter?” The doctor, scratching his head, said:
“This much only … yes this much … in decent families … I say … This is a fell disease. Did you find her on
the roadside?”
“No, no. She is my maid-servant. Yes, she is her sister-in-law.”
“The wretch! Don’t know from where she has contracted this scourge.” Having said so, the doctor bestirred
himself to call in a nurse.
“Thanks a lot. Hope to see you tomorrow,” said Brajesh and made for his lodgings.
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The office-peon didn’t know what to make of his behaviour. To him Brajesh Baboo seemed a crazy fellow
indeed.
*
Though heavily weighed down with sleep, Brajesh couldn’t have a wink of it for long, as a result of which he
woke up late in the morning almost at the office-time. Having a quick bath and a little breakfast, he set out for his
office. But instead of going towards the office, he took the road to the hospital. On the way he purchased a packet
of biscuits and a rubber doll and reached the female ward of the hospital. He could locate the beggar-woman by
the child as she herself was covered with a red blanket from head to foot. Only her painful groans and gasps for
breath were audible. When he looked at the chart hanging by the bedstead near her head, he shuddered to find her
temperature going up to 105°.
At the very sight of Brajesh, who was young and smartly dressed like a sahib, the youthful girlish looking
nurse approached him. Before she could say anything Brajesh put the packet of biscuits in her hand and said:
“This is for the child.” Then giving the doll to the child, he very fondly took her hand for the first time. The
child felt attracted to him, and Brajesh suddenly kissed her cheeks. With the warmth of the girl’s cheeks on his
mouth and the heat of the beggar-woman’s fever on his mind, Brajesh hastened to his office.
To go straight to the hospital after office hours now became Brajesh’s routine. He nursed the beggar-woman.
and fondled and showered caresses on her daughter. The doctors also took more care of the patient on seeing his
concern for and attachment to her. She was steadily coming round, so it seemed.
The beggar-woman became known as Brajesh’s maid-servant in the hospital. Seeing so much of care and
kindness being shown to a maid-servant, the frivolous nurses had woven a story of their own around her.
Sometimes they used to have jokes with him. One day a nurse audaciously remarked:
“Brajesh Baboo, the girl takes exactly after you.”
At first, Brajesh couldn’t get at the point, and said, “Yes, she is really beautiful.” But when, stretching her
remark, she said, “But she turned out to be faithless and disloyal, or is it your own gift to him?” he flared up and
threatened to report the matter to the staff if she took any more liberty. At this she left, winking mischievously at
him to say:
“Truth pricks and pricks this way. 1 know you young people, every bit of you all. Have seen many a man like
you.”
Days rolled by. The beggar-woman appeared somewhat better that day. Fruncles were drying up and fever also
had come down. The nurse had sponged her well, dressed her up in new clothes given by Brajesh, and done up her
hair. Her fruncles notwithstanding, she looked so beautiful as Brajesh had never seen her before. While Brajesh
was standing beside her, she motioned him to be seated. This was of course for the first time that she bad made
such a request to him. Keeping silent for some time, she broke the ice herself:
“Bijoo Baboo!”
Nobody knows him by this name, here at Patna. “Birji Baboo,” “Biraj Baboo,” “Birju Baboo” are some of his
distorted names used at home. He was a bit surprised at being addressed thus and looked straight into her eyes.
“Bijoo Baboo! Have you forgotten me? I am Sugia.”
Within the fraction of a second the silhouette of the maid-servant’s daughter at his sister’s house flashed
through his mind. He had seen her for the first time there when he was a little boy, and she a little girl. The last he
had seen of her was when she had bloomed into the first flush of youth. Although she was the daughter of a
maidservant, she looked as beautiful and attractive as a princess. Her every limb in fact brimmed over with
beauty, yet her nose was remarkably charming. It was to match her nose that the discerning eyes of the village
folk had named her Sugia, meaning thereby one who possessed a nose raised, thin, pointed and beautiful like that
of a parrot; a figure having such a charming aquiline nose alone can be named Sugia.
Her widowed mother kept her in perfect trim, and when the sister-in-law of Brajesh’s sister started going to
school, she also accompanied her with her satchel and outdid her very soon in her studies. She finished her
primary education from the village school.
“Where will you find a groom for this educated daughter of your maid-servant?” Brajesh had once put this
naughty question to his sister. Before his sister could say anything, the quick-witted adolescent girl chimed in:
“You take me away, Bijoo Baboo. I shall render you an excellent service, the daughter of a maid-servant as I
happen to be.” Brajesh felt himself outwitted by such a humorous remark.
But what world of difference between the Sugia of those days and the Sugia lying in the sick-bed with her face
full of boils and fruncles and her nose flattened and disfigured. Two of her broken front teeth had brought about a
change not only in her appearance but also in her voice. Oh, what a saddening change!
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The beggar-woman kept silent for a moment, Brajesh also was deeply disturbed. She continued:
“I won’t survive, Bijoo Baboo. You chanced to meet me by my good luck, or else I would have died with this
load on my mind.”
With this brief introduction she narrated her tale of woes to Brajesh. The story, in short, runs thus:
*
There was a young man in that village, who was an only child of his parents. Whereas the other youths of the
village made attempts to entice, allure, and even blackmail and threaten Sugia, the helpless daughter of a poor
maid-servant, that young man, who was extremely sober and gentle, never so much as looked at her with a lustful
eye. Whenever he cast a glance at her, he did it with a blush and shyness characteristic of him. He was a student
of the Banaras Hindu University, and had come to his village after taking his B.A. examination a little before
Holi, and stayed there throughout the summer. Sugia found that he usually blushed before her, but if ever by
chance their eyes met, he would fix his gaze at her with inexplicable greed.
After some time Sugia also felt attracted to him. She tried at first to dismiss all thoughts about him from her
mind but couldn’t, and there came a time when she would not rest until she met him on some pretext or the other.
She didn’t know what was happening to her and what would be the outcome of it all. The young man also began
to frequent the house of Brajesh’s sister only to have a glimpse of Sugia, to look at her in his characteristically shy
and bashful manner. One day a sirl handed her a letter from him that seemed to give vent to their love, and it was
just the beginning of the outpouring of their hearts, culminating at last in self-surrender.
That was self-surrender in the true sense of the term, and from both sides. The young man said that he was
prepared to take her as his bride if Sugia agreed. A life partner? A maid-servant’s daughter becoming life partner
of a babu? Yes. He wanted to show to the world at large that it was not impossible. Has the course of love ever
been obstructed by any barrier? Time also had changed. He knew all the same that his father would pound his
head, mother would raise a hue and cry, and the people would move heaven and earth. However, he cared little for
a society which tolerated the act of outrages committed stealthily against a poor girl’s modesty but reacted
violently against her legal marriage. It was his bounden duty, he thought, to kick such a rotten society. His only
concern was how to tackle his parents. Somehow he had the feeling that they would reconcile themselves to his
action sooner or later; he was their only child after all. So far as Sugia was concerned, she was expected to say yes
to his proposal based on such a high ideal. The only hitch or obstacle was her concern for her mother. But then, by
chance, her mother passed away when the young man had come during the Dussera holidays, after joining his
college. She died as if to facilitate her daughter’s marriage.
One day when the Dussera vacation was drawing to its end, the abduction of Sugia by Sukumar (this was the
name of that young man) set the whole village agog. Both of them had fled the village the previous night. As to
where they had gone didn’t require much exercise of the mind to know. Sukumar formalized his marriage with
Sugia in an Arya Samaj Bhawan at Banaras. A small news-item felicitating their marriage appeared in the local
newspapers. When Sukumar’s father received a letter along with a press-cutting of the news from his son, he was
livid with rage and anger. He replied:
“I am now convinced that I am without a son. You’ve snipped my nose to bring me utter disgrace and
humiliation.” Sukumar was prepared to receive such a reply from his father, as he knew well in advance the
consequences he would have to take in the wake of his action. That’s why he had taken sufficient money from his
mother this time. Lodging Sugia in a rented house at Sundarpur near the university, he continued his studies
without any difficulty or hindrance.
Sugia looked after Sukumar with infinite love, devotion, and care, attending to all his needs and fulfilling all
his wishes. The house in which they lived was small but she kept it perfectly tidy, clean and well decorated. With
her own hand she prepared the breakfast, cooked and served the food, and gave the betel to Sukumar. When he set
out for the college, she would gaze at him intently through the window till he disappeared from her view. At the
time of his return also the eyes of Sugia peeped through the window. When they went out together either for an
evening stroll or visited a cinema show, Sugia felt as if she had taken wings and was flying towards Heaven—her
life had become worth its while.
The decision of Sukumar’s father to boycott him proved to be deadly. He stopped writing to Sukumar and
sternly warned his mother also against maintaining any relation with her son. He would commit suicide if she did
so, he threatened. What could the poor soul do? Many of Sukumar’s relatives tried to make him realize his
mistake and retrace his step. They argued that it was not unusual for a babu to keep a concubine, so she too would
be there but he should marry a second time. This would mollify his father. But he didn’t listen to any of them.
Those were the days of the high tide of love.
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When it became impossible to defray household expenses as a consequence of father’s total non-cooperation,
Sukumar expressed his desire to take up the job of a private tutor.
“You continue your studies. Don’t bother, I would manage everything,” she said to Sukumar and started
utilizing her mother’s bequests consisting of money and ornaments. She decided to take part-time work from her
maid-servant, who would only make purchases from the market and fetch water from the Ganga. Her sense of
service and devotion made a deep impression upon Sukumar, who would often sigh to see her engaged in such
drudgery, and remark:
“It is me who is responsible for pushing you into this quagmire.” But she, in turn, would put all the blame upon
herself, and say with a winsome smile:
“First you complete your studies, then we also shall have our sunny days.”
This much about the flow-tide; the ebb-tide also let in. The rosy face of Sugia, first of all, gave way to
yellowishness in consequence of dusty and smoky atmosphere of the town, and then, the heat of the hearth started
painting it black. One day, with a palpitating heart, she gave a hint to Sukumar that she was pregnant. To her great
surprise and anguish she marked that he didn’t relish the news.
“Was he greedy for her beauty only? Does he feel nervous at the prospect of becoming a father?”—Sugia
would thus argue with herself. Yet another development she marked taking place. Sukumar had made some new
friends of late, who were of course college students, but from their looks, Sugia could know that they were
scoundrels. He now began to stay out right after college hours and return home very late at night. Once, when she
found a strange smell coming out of his mouth, she couldn’t contain herself any more.
“What is all this? Where do you go after college hours and stay so long? Won’t you continue your studies, or
just allow the people to lay the blame for your failure on me? Ah me, my life will continue to be as miserable as it
is today, even worse. Isn’t it?”
With these words she burst into tears. Sukumar too was moved, it seemed so, and he vowed to mend his ways
from the next day. But every tomorrow promised of a new tomorrow.
One day, when Sugia was going to wash her hands and face, Sukumar came on with three or four of his
accomplices. They entered the house in a most boisterous manner. Sugia was taken aback to see them all with
their bloodshot eyes and whitened faces and staggering feet. At once Sugia could apprehend that they had come to
create some trouble.
Sugia was right. They had come to create trouble for her. The leader of the group, with his legs trembling,
advanced towards Sugia. She took on stern posture and shouted at Sukumar:
“Who are these dregs you have brought to your house?”
“We’re vagabonds! Ruffians! Rascals! True. And you? What are you? Chaste—the crown of chaste women,
like Seeta and Savitree! Isn’t it? You, the damned daughter of a maid-servant—the cause of my estrangement
from my friends and parents The daughter of a bitch! A whore!”
“What is all this? What do you want?” she asked Sukumar in a stern voice.
By then the chief of the rogues had approached Sugia. He put out his hands to catch hold of Sugia. She had no
option but to swiftly pick up a bread roller lying nearby, and deal him a heavy blow on the head with it. He fell to
the ground, his skull broken and blood oozing from the wound.
“Blood! Murder!” one of them cried out.
*
Brajesh, then, marked that by the time the beggar-woman reached this point in her story, tears had welled up in
her bleary eyes. When he looked straight into her eyes, she started sobbing bitterly. Then, pointing towards her
two frontal teeth, she said:
“This is the gift of that day, Bijoo Baboo! Don’t press me to tell the story any further, please. You had better
not hear how I decided to end my life by drowning myself into the Ganga on regaining my consciousness; how a
soul developing in my womb prevented me from putting an end to my life; how I disfigured myself by scratching
this very face of mine in order not to attract attention of a lustful eye any more; how I started begging to drag out
my days; and lastly, how, after a few months’ time, the two legacies of that wretch—this fell disease and this girl
—had appeared. One of the two gifts I’m taking along to the other world with myself, how can I leave behind his
unique gift? The second one, however, had caused me great anxiety. But now I feel absolutely care-free about her.
Do you remember a request I had ever made to you to take me along, so that I could serve you? But that was not
to be. I could never serve you. On the contrary, you had to help and serve me; and to make things worse, I am
leaving you this bequest, this burden. This too was destined.”
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And throwing a glance at the child, she suddenly burst into tears and started hiccupping incessantly. She hid
her face under the blanket. The eyes of Brajesh also moistened. That boisterous and frolicsome nurse, on the other
side, was stealing a smile on them. This is just a love-scene, a scene of coming to an understanding, the usual
drama of give and take between the two lovers, thought she.
The words of the beggar-woman came true, and she passed away within a week. One day when she was
hanging between life and death, she expressed what Brajesh felt was a strange desire to have a glimpse of
Sukumar.
“Cut him out of your thoughts. There is no use voicing your wounded feelings to him now,” Brajesh told her in
a soft but persuasive tone. However, this touched some sensitive chord of her heart to move her to tears. Looking
up at him through her tears, she said in a choked voice:
“Bijoo Baboo, what shall I get by reproaching him this hour when I am about to leave this world for good?
Now I do not have any desire left in me but I don’t know why my heart is craving for just one glimpse of the man.
I’ll then close my eyes forever and go to eternal sleep.”
The next day, while she was moving her utterly emaciated hands, the only glass bracelet on her left wrist
slipped off, fell to the ground. and was broken to pieces with a jingle. The moment she heard the jingle and saw
the red bracelet in pieces, she was overwhelmed with a strange feeling of nervousness and began to shed copious
tears. The nurses tried hard but failed to persuade her to stop weeping. She could stop her tears and take her food
only when Brajesh came from his office in the evening, and brought her another bracelet of the same size and
color from the market.
Putting the bracelet on her wrist, she felt as if she had regained her lost paradise. With her face beaming with
joy but fresh tears trickling down her cheeks, she said to Brajesh:
“A maid-servant’s daughter as I am, Bijoo Baboo, a widow as well as a married woman can re-marry in my
community. But I don’t know why I could never bring myself to like such practice from the very beginning. I was
particularly impressed with your sister’s single-minded devotion to her husband. Please offer my compliments to
her and tell her that Sugia is no more; and though she earned for her a bad name, she stuck resolutely to her vow
till the last. She stopped for a while to gasp for breath, and then said:
“Bijoo Baboo, I have a request to make to you. When I die, please consign my dead body to flames with this
bracelet on my wrist. This is no ordinary glass chain for me, it is the symbol of sacred religious bond. Let it be my
companion on the journey to my last destination.”
Here she broke off, perhaps choked with a lump in the throat.
Brajesh also could no longer contain himself, and silent tears trickled down his cheeks. While wiping away
those tears with a handkerchief, he thought:
“Alas, for a woman’s heart! Such deep love stored in for a man who caused her so much of suffering and sent
her to rack and ruin! Oh, how he caused her to perish so slowly, inch by inch! Sukumar, only if you had been here
to see for yourself what a priceless gem you threw away on heaps of dung!”
The day on which she passed away, she implored Brajesh:
“If ever you chance to meet him, tell him: it was good of him to have ruined me. May God bless him; but what
about his child, this daughter of mine? Oh, my daughter …!”
With tearful eyes, Brajesh consoled and reassured her not to feel anxious on account of her daughter.
“She would not have to go to a Sukumar for being brought up. This will be my responsibility. The world is not
devoid of persons who stick to what they promise, Sugia.”
There was a ring of sincerity and determination in his words.
By the time Sugia expired, her face had swollen awfully; she couldn’t open her eyes, and her breathing also
had become irregular. She was in deep agonies, yet she hardly groaned and remained in her senses till the last. It
seemed as if she had wonderfully mastered her sense-organs. Brajesh was amazed to see her composure and stoic
self-possession. Only a highly spiritual soul could have such a strong will-power. The beggar-woman proved true
the saying that a diamond is sometimes found in rags.
Collecting some of his young admirers, Brajesh carried her dead body to the other side of the Ganga, where he
performed her last rites in the same manner as he would have done in the case of his close relatives.
*
Now every evening and morning, one finds a girl on the same shoulders as bore the hearse of the beggarwoman. On returning from office and taking some light refreshments, Brajesh dresses up the child, puts her on his
shoulders, and goes out towards the Lawn.
“How is she related to you, Brajesh Baboo?” inquires one of his acquaintances.
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“A bequest,” says Brajesh.
“What? A bequest? What do you mean?”
“It means a legacy, a bequeathed one. Do you follow?”
“You are asking a riddle, don’t you?”
“A riddle indeed. And death for him who answers it.”
The puzzled interlocutor stares at the face of Brajesh, who smiles back at the former’s embarrassment.
Brajesh has named this girl Neelima.
“How could you name such a pretty white-complexioned girl Neelima (blueness), Brajesh Baboo? You should
better call her Neelam (sapphire).”
“I was going to call her Kalima (the black one). But, then, I pitied the poor girl. Kalima indeed, because she
points to where the black spot on the sandal-washed, moon-like face of your society lies. You call her a whitecomplexioned girl? She is not at all a white-complexioned one, she is the black flag of your society. The higher
this flag flies, the better.”
And then, lifting the girl and sitting her on his shoulders, he walked off majestically towards his residence.
70.104 Koran The Fisherman\fn{by P. Kesava Dev (1902-1983)} Kedamangalam, Ernakulam District, Kerala State,
India (M) 6
Dallying upon the ripples of the lagoon came Koran’s little fishing boat. With his bare haunches on the stern of
the boat, his legs stretched forward, a turban on his head and the oar firmly tucked under his arm, Koran sat
indolent, fixing the price for the day’s catch lying in the boat. From time to time he would row for a while. The
boat would then make a leap across the waves. Then it would glide off like that.
Koran appeared least concerned about his destination or the time to reach there. Other boats rowed past to
different directions. Koran was in no hurry, no botheration. He knew for certain that the boat would reach the
proper place at the proper time.
As the sun slid westward, Koran’s boat would reach the wharf. Many would gather to welcome him and his
boat—the children and the women-folk who came to buy fish. But none would dare to go near the boat, or peep
into it. Those who did so have had ample rewards from him!
Only after lunch would Koran begin his sales. If any woman happened to approach the boat before that he
would blare out:
“You have come to look for your partner?” If anyone peeped into the boat, he would ask:
“What is it in your eyes? Is it smallpox?”
When the boat reached the shore, Koran would get off. with his palm-sheath food packet. And he would push
up the boat on the keel upon the sandy shore. Then he would glance around, to see if any crow or eagle ledges on
the palm tops. Whirling the oar above his head, he would cough aloud. The birds nearby would fly away at that.
The women folk and children who had come to buy just would stand at a distance.
Koran ate his lunch, sitting cross-legged on the white sand in the shade of a young coconut tree. It was a sight
to be seen. As he untied his food packet, made of two palm sheaths stitched together, and filled with rice and fish
curry, his small reddish eyes would protrude, those thick black lips and the long shaky teeth behind them would
part. His mouth would water. Whirling the oar over the head once again, he would be seen dropping his small
head upon his plank-like chest and flinging handful after handful of rice into his mouth. That’s all. Occasionally
he would lift his head and look around, to see if some dog or cat or crow or eagle were near by. If he spotted any
of them afar, he would fiercely growl and then whizz the oar. Sometimes he would bang it on the ground. After
that no life-loving creature would dare go near.
Still there were a few dogs that, hidden from view, would prowl in the vicinity for a chance. And Koran had a
punishment, reserved for such dogs. Holding out a fish bit, he would draw the dog near. And. once it was at arm’s
length, Koran would all on a sudden, grip the dog by its neck. Lifting it up, he would thrash it on the ground and
fling it off to the lake! With a roar to follow that.
One day a cat came slinking behind Koran. He saw it, but sat motionless as though he hadn’t noticed it. The
moment the cat took into its mouth a fish bone, that lay there, Koran grabbed the cat by its neck. With the cat he
got up and from the nearby fence pulled out a shaft. And through the mouth of the cat he inserted the shaft and
pushed it down to the hindermost part of the animal. He struck the shaft with the pierced cat on it, upright in front
of him, in the shade where Koran ate his lunch. Holding out a piece of fish he would ask the wriggling shrieking
cat:
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“You want it, don’t you?”
When Koran after his meal stood up belching like the conch blown from the temple, it would look as though a
dark palmyra tree stood there behind the coconut tree. Then he would blare out:
“Ho, hai!”
It is the signal for the sale to begin. After washing the palm sheaths and his hands, he would begin the sales.
Fixed price, ready cash—that was Koran’s code of transaction. The customer should take out the fish of his
liking and should ask for the price. Those small red eyes would stare once, those thick dark lips would curve
sideways. Then he would mention the price—no appeal, no bargain. If they wanted to buy, they could buy, if not,
so. But should they utter a word in rebuff, the experience would be different.
But the price that Koran fixed was normally moderate. For, he had no intention to make profit out of this
business. He just wanted a shoal of fish every day, from which he should get sufficient cash to buy rice, tapioca,
salt, chilly and beedi, and to drink toddy—that was all. Koran had never had hopes and desires beyond that.
Once the sales at the wharf were over, Koran would set off with the fish left in the basket.
“Ho, hai,” he would call out. Hearing that cry, women from both sides of the lanes would come down. But it
was not Koran’s practice to keep down the head load at everyone’s convenience and sell the fish. He had certain
points where alone he would unburden himself. By about four o’clock Koran would reach the evening market.
Once the sales were over, he would count the money, set apart the capital for the next day’s business, and buy rice
and tapioca and such items from the day’s profit. From there, Koran would go straight to the toddy-shop.
In drinking too Koran had a system of his own. With whatever was left after buying the articles, he would
drink. That was his practice. If he had more money left, he would drink more. If the amount was small he would
drink less. But however much he drank, Koran was no drunkard.
Koran had a house too. A shack in which if you enter by bowing, you could just stand upright in the center.
Though thatched with coconut leaves, Koran had taken precautions to ward off the rains by spreading upon the
roof bamboo pieces and mat-bits, picked up from the market place. The hut had been covered on the sides, as if to
combat someone’s complaint that it was unprotected. But when nothing was left for firewood, Koran would peel
off from the side mats and burn it. Thus only a few pieces of coir string\fn{String made from the outer fiber of the
coconut} were left hanging there.
A cooking pot, a pair of mud-pans, a water pot, a mat, a piece of wood used as pillow, a Kerosene lamp—there
ended the list of Koran’s household articles. When Koran was out, a plump dog used to sleep in the ash-heap near
the oven in the corner. One day, sneaking into the hut, he killed the dog with a single blow of the paddle.
By nightfall Koran would start cooking. He would eat the rice and fish and tapioca bellyful. Whatever was left
over, he would put in the pot, and sleep keeping it nearby. No dog or cat would steal the food, once Koran started
snoring.
Rising early in the morning he would wash his mouth and face. Thus once in a day, water fell on Koran’s face.
As for bathing, no one had seen him do it! No one ever felt like saying that Koran had bathed!
After eating yesternight’s rice, he would prepare the food packet. Then he would wash the pot and keep it
upside down. Not because he was keen that his pot should be clean, but because he didn’t want any dog to put its
head inside the pot and break it.
With the food packet inside the fish basket, and with the fish basket on his head, Koran, would walk fast to the
shore, taking the oar in hand. His boat left the shore not in the way it came back. A single stroke of his paddle
would give the boat the thrust of a pair of oars. That small boat would appear to move swiftly as though it didn’t
touch the water below.
No one knew where Koran was born, and who his parents were. Nor had he bothered to enquire about such
things. Never had he felt inclined to make such enquiries. If someone happened to ask him, who his mother or
father was, Koran would shout:
“Whoever it is, what’s it to you?”
It was as a farm laborer that the villagers knew him first. Those days he used to get six annas per day and
lunch. More important than the wage of six annas, was the meal at noon.
It was rather difficult to feed Koran to his satisfaction. Once the sun came up above his head, Koran would go
into the house, putting down his tools to eat for the day. His gait would make one think that if be was not fed well
Koran would tear to pieces the one who was to give him food.
Koran had ruthlessly snubbed many an esteemed landlord of that village for the delay in giving him his day’s
meal. Rolling his tiny red eyes like those of a crow pheasant and twisting his thick dark lips, he used to brawl:
“What is it for me to plough in your fields? What is my gain?”
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Once he started like that. Koran wouldn’t stop without uttering the last word of his dictionary. Sometimes he
may even climb up the nearby coconut palm and chop down two or three bunches of coconuts.
If a word was spoken in rebuke, Koran was then like petrol aflame—a blaze! Whoever spoke against him
would know the strength of Koran’s iron wrist. It was that risky to employ Koran.
But once Koran started working, he would do three men’s job by himself. Once he took up the spade, hillocks
would become pools, pools would become hillocks. His ploughing in the field was all a clamorous affair. In that
harsh heavy voice he would roar, at which the oxen bound to the plough would groan and leap with a start. Within
the normal time for ploughing one measure of paddy field, Koran might plough three or four times that area. But
the oxen unfastened from Koran’s plough would not raise their head for a week.
Gradually nobody used to call Koran for work. And he became wrapt in poverty. Koran starving was a menace
to the whole village. Walking up and down the streets, Koran horridly cursed gods and men, birds and beasts,
trees and creepers. From the evening-market place he blared out:
“Smallpox! Smallpox! Don’t you fellows die ever, you smallpox!”
A fisherman at the evening market gave Koran a fish and two annas. Koran took them and then decided:
“I’ll too start fish-business.”
That was how Koran became a fisherman. How he made the capital for the business and the boat, and the
incidents that ensued were all popular stories of the place.
Karthu was a girl who used to come daily to the evening market. Her father had a small boat which Koran
asked for on hire. Karthu’s father agreed. Then Koran was in need of capital. Koran found himself resourceless. It
was then that he heard Kartbu had some twenty rupees, which she had accrued from a chit fund.\fn{ A kind of savings
scheme practiced in India:W} On the condition that he would give one chakram per rupee as interest, Koran borrowed
four rupees from Karthu. Right from the next day onwards with the money borrowed from Karthu, and the boat
taken on hire from her father, Koran started his fish business.
That Koran had hired the boat was known to all. But none knew about his borrowing money from Karthu. But
somehow or other a few days later, two young men engaged in making beedis in the evening market came to
know about it. The young men had sexual malice towards Karthu, and they tried to give vent to their hostility by
perpetuating this secret information. They went about saying that Karthu and Koran were in love. They could cite
evidence to prove that it was Karthu who gave Koran money for business, that it was to meet him that she came
daily to the market place, that Koran gave her fish at a very low price, and that he was seen among the bushes
near Karthu’s house after nightfall.
These pieces of evidence were all half-truths. Karthu it was who gave money for business. But the malefactors
concealed the matter of interest on the money. Nevertheless Koran would occasionally give a fish or two to
Karthu as a gesture of gratitude. Precisely because of it, Karthu used to buy fish from Koran only. When Koran
had no firewood left, she would break off some dry sprigs from the bush. Thus by combining those truths with
half-truths they had created a big untruth.
On hearing this slander, Karthu fainted. Her father and mother and brothers all knew this. Some one had drawn
the figure of a man and a woman on the market wall and written Koran and Karthu. Her brother, having seen it,
went home and picked up the cleaver to slash Karthu. Her father threatened to leave the place. And Karthu lay
weeping and sobbing, eating nothing.
A market-poetaster wrote a poem Korapremam [Koran’s love]. Street boys sang it all around. Thus Koran’s
love story was the talk of the place. But none asked about this to Koran—none dared to.
That day also Koran reached the market place with his fish basket and the usual “Ho, hai.” Two or three boys,
standing at a distance, recited Korapremam, Koran didn’t listen. Displaying the fish, he cried out:
“Ho, hai.”
But that day nobody was going near Koran’s fish basket. The women who came to buy glanced at him and
simply went away to nearby fishermen. Women ogled him and tried to suppress their smile.
Koran got angry. Aloud, he cried:
“Is it not fish here, you bloody smallpox?”
Women giggled. One of the boys singing Korapremam pointed to the market wall and asked:
“Hei, saw that?” Koran asked:
“What?”
Laughing he replied:
“You and Karthu are in love!”
Koran roared horridly. And a leap towards the boy. He crumbled within the iron-wrist of Koran. He shrieked.
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Koran nimbly flung the boy up and down and then threw him off. Thus ended that love problem.
But when his anger subsided Koran looked up at the drawing on the wall. His head coyly drooped.
The next day onwards, on reaching the market, Koran would sit for some time gazing at the drawing on the
wall. Even while doing business, he could be seen looking at the wall and drooping his head. When he left the
market place after the sales, Koran used to look at the picture and stand a while. Among the women coming to the
market, Koran’s eyes would wander for someone. Occasionally his lips could be seen quivering silently,
“Karthu, Karthu.”
Sometimes he would address Kalyani and Madhavi buying fish from him as Karthu. The standers-by would
laugh aloud. But none would say a word.
*
The month of Karkitaka\fn{ July-August} came. The sea and the backwaters were all in turmoil. On one such day
Koran’s boat came rocking and rolling, moving up and down, and advancing by leaps and bounds. Seeing the boat
approach, many came down to the shore hopefully.
That day Koran was not looking into the boat. With the palm-leaf umbrella on his head and looking for to the
shore Koran was rowing vigorously. And thus the boat quickly neared the shore. Taking his food packet and the
paddle he jumped out. A young girl who had come hopefully looked into the boat and remarked in dejection to the
women standing by:
“See, there is nothing in it. It is an empty boat.”
All the people dispersed.
Sitting flat on the damp sand Koran opened his meal packet. While eating he murmured:
“Poxes! Smallpox! Even the sea gets it bloody pox!” Looking towards the rather turbulent backwaters he
blared out:
“Pox! Smallpox!”
A stray dog that lay near him with limbs benumbed by drenching itself the whole night in the rain, crawled up
to him and stretched out its tongue to mouth a fishbone from where Koran sat.
“Tshaw!” Koran roared terribly. The paddle rose above his head. The dog looked at Koran most pathetically.
He was forced to look the dog in the face. His reddish small rolling eyes struck the moist eyes of the dog. The
paddle that had gone up didn’t come down.
The dog crawled up to him with a groan. It lay close to its feet groaning.
Koran let the paddle fall down: He failed. It was his first failure in life. For a while he sat staring into the eyes
of the animal.
Koran rolled a handful of rice and placed it before the dog. With eagerness it gulped it. Again he placed a
handful. The dog ate that too. His whole rice he gave to the dog like that. After every handful of rice, the dog
would look in gratitude at the face of Koran. He felt a hitherto unexperienced joy. A strange feeling! One may call
it satisfaction or joy.
Koran washed his hand and the palm sheath and put it into the basket, and took the basket on the head. And he
took the paddle too. He stood there like that. He could not move on. The dog was still groaning at him. Though its
hunger was quelled, its limbs were still aching. Its tremor had not ceased. Crawling, it reached the feet of Koran.
Keeping its head close to his feet, it groaned as if pleading:
“Don’t leave me, please.”
Suddenly Koran bowed and placed the basket down. He took the dog and placed it inside. Lifting the basket
again and putting it on the head Koran walked fast.
Not dead fish, but a live dog was what Koran carried on his head that day. Now and then the dog raised its
head and peeped above the basket, groaning. Passers-by were delighted. They saw the sight and laughed.
Many boys thronged behind Koran. At a distance behind him the jubilant crowd accompanied Koran. Nobody
dared to walk close by him. Ready to run off if Koran turned back, a boy enquired:
“What price, hey, for that?”
Koran ignored that. And that gave the boys more courage. And they went nearer than before. A mischievous
boy threw an unripe coconut into the basket. Struck by it, the dog gave a loud spark of groan.
Koran turned about violently and roared! The boys ran back to save their lives. He whirled the paddle once.
Thus dispersing the procession, he walked on again.
He got home with the dog. For the first time ever, a guest entered Koran’s house. He lit the firewood and
warmed the dog. Its tremor stopped. Its limbs strengthened. It fluffed up and walked around the shack once. Then
it came to Koran and with not a trace of hesitation, it got on to his lap and lay there. Koran caressed it.
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It was a female dog. A small black bitch. Now and then it would look up to Koran’s face, getting out of the lap,
it would sniff here and there, and again come to his lap.
That day, as he did not have any business, Koran had nothing for supper. The initial investment of four rupees
has been safe in the knot of his dhoti. If he took money from it, his business would be affected. So he decided not
to have supper that day. Not only that, in the ecstasy of a fresh experience, Koran did not care for his hunger. He
had kept a dried fish beneath the plaited coconut leaf. He took it and gave it to the dog. Then he spread the mat to
sleep on. In a heap of ash near the bed Koran gave his dog a place to sleep.
It was past midnight. Something struck and rubbed against Koran’s body. Waking with a shudder, Koran
waved his hand. The dog dropped at a distance and began to yell. Then only Koran could make out what had
happened. He got up, picked up the dog and put it on his bed. The dog slept close to him. Both of them slept
peacefully.
The next day also, the sea and the backwaters were rough. Koran did not go out. The rain was so heavy. He sat
for the whole day in his bed.
When Koran was hungry, the whole village would know that that was a menace to the place. But that day
Koran did not demur. He hadn’t eaten anything even the previous day. He did not roar. He kept cool in spite of his
hunger. Something powerful enough to quell the fire in his belly was aflame in his heart.
The dog was hungry. It sniffed and walked around. It smelt the pots and the wooden pieces, and came back to
Koran’s lap. Gradually the dog’s restlessness grew. It began to run around him, rub its body against him, climb up
his shoulder, and moan endlessly. Finally, as though it had some claim and power, it began to yelp at Koran.
Koran ripped open the knot in his dhoti. The capital of his business—four rupees—was kept safely in it. He
took the money. But his mind did not permit him to spend that. He sat for a while staring at that money. And the
dog began to yelp more incessantly.
At last he got out of the shack. The dog yelled out. Koran stood back. How to leave the dog alone, he thought.
There are bigger dogs in the neighborhood. They will devour this puppy. Koran grew anxious. He got into the
shack, lifted it on to his shoulder, and walked off.
Koran, walking with the dog an his shoulder, caught the attention of the street boys and dogs. Hooting and
howling began. He walked quickly, unconcerned about the hooting and howling. When he reached the market, the
whole lot of children and dogs of that village had flocked behind Koran as in a procession. Still Koran walked
unaffected. One boy commented.
“Sir, that is a bitch!”
“That is why he walks with it on his shoulder,” another boy remarked. A third one quipped:
“It’s name is Karthu, you know?” '
Koran snarled and turned around.
“I’ll smash you all,” he bellowed.
The procession dispersed.
After buying rice, tapioca, dried fish, salt, chilly and beedi, Koran returned to his hut. He cooked hastily. First
he gave food to his dog: then he ate. Smoking a beedi Koran sat on the mat. And the dog sat on his lap. He
caressed its head fondly. His face neared its head. Softly he whispered:
“Karthu.”
Karthu grew fat and plump. Her fur became soft and gleaming. In her bearing and looks and bark, a grandeur
developed. Koran would bathe her daily in the backwaters. He would sell only the fish that was left after Karthu
had her fill. Only after giving her food would Koran eat. Wherever Koran went, Karthu accompanied him—
sometimes, walking before him, sometimes behind. The moment he got into the boat she would also jump inside.
She would squat at the stern of the boat, head held up. If the boat slowed down, she would look back; Koran
would then row. At night they would sleep together on the same mat.
One night as Koran lay asleep, he felt a weight upon his chest. He felt about with his hand. Karthu was
sleeping upon his chest. He did not move. She had a calm sleep. Thereafter she would sleep only on Koran’s
chest.
He would not call her by name in the presence of others. He didn’t have the courage to do that. The name had
such a story behind it! But once he got into the hut he would utter that name quite often like chanting.
“Karthu, Karthu …”
She would wag her tail and lick him.
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When Koran’s walk with the dog became a usual sight, children lost the curiosity of it. But other dogs would
bark at Koran’s Karthu. Sometimes Karthu also would turn back and bark. Some dogs would leap towards her,
barking. Koran would grandly growl and whirl his paddle. The dogs would all flee.
One day Koran was walking with the fish basket on his head. Karthu came behind him. A few dogs followed
them barking and snarling. At the point where he had to put down the basket and do business, Koran looked back.
Karthu was standing at a distance behind him. There was a big, brown (male) dog beside her. He was sniffing all
about her body; and she with drooping head, as if subdued by him! Koran’s small blood-red eyes rolled. Those
black thick lips twisted. A strange expression beamed upon his face.
“You!” he bawled out.
Karthu lifted her head. Koran called again.
“You!”
That was a strange call!
Karthu bounced towards him. Wagging her tail, she licked his feet.
“Hmm!”
A strange growl! He closed his eyes and suppressed his anger.
Thereafter on seeing the male dog, Koran would murmur and swing the paddle. And the male dog would run
afar. Karthu would express her desire to go along with him. But once Koran growled terribly, she would go
behind him fawning and humbled.
Koran was scared of (male) dogs. Suddenly he would look for Karthu. And swinging the oar, he would drive
away the male dogs. But he could not ward off the onslaughts of that big brown dog. Though he would run away
when Koran raised the paddle, the next moment he would be seen near-about. Karthu would gaze at him growling
and moaning.
In the morning that dog would accompany Koran and Karthu up to the backwaters. When Koran and Karthu
started off in the boat, he would growl from the shore. And Karthu would sit in the boat with her eyes, directed to
the shore till the shore was gradually cut off from sight. And when the boat returned that male dog would be
present there, unfailingly. Whether Koran walked the lanes with basket on head or sold the fish with the basket
lowered, that huge brown dog was never out of sight. And if Koran’s attention was diverted for once, then he
came closer. And Karthu would stand close to him with her head drooping. Koran would bounce towards them,
grinding his teeth and swinging his oar. With lightning speed the dog would vanish. And she would fawn and lick
Koran’s feet.
Koran was excessively restless. He grew irritable. With those who came to buy fish he would unnecessarily
quarrel, and blare. And sometimes when some one asked the price of the fish he would cry in despair and
irritation:
“You take it off!”
Koran wouldn’t sleep at night. He was scared that the big brown dog would come. Now and then he would lift
his head and look around. And he would feel about for Karthu sleeping on his breast. Thus he would spend the
whole night. In the morning the first sight he got in the street was that of the big brown dog.
Koran tried many ways to kill that dog. When he came near, Koran would stand, as though he hadn’t noticed
the dog. But at the slightest motion of Koran the dog would flee. Sometimes Koran might hold out a fish and call
him. He would growl with the desire to have it, but he would not go near Koran.
*
One day Koran was fully engaged in his sales. That day he had got a lot of big fish. Around the basket women
were elbowing and blabbering. Telling the price and taking the cash! A few minutes passed like that.
Suddenly Koran looked back. Karthu was not to be seen! He stepped away from the basket and looked around.
Those small blood-red eyes rolled. The thick dark lips twisted sideways. But he did not shout; he made no noise.
From among the crowd he got out and glanced all around. No, Karthu was not there. He was also not seen. A boy
called out to him:
“There behind that mango tree.”
Koran took the paddle in his hand. Those rolling eyes bulged out. Stooping a little, he walked slowly. Hidden
by the tree trunk, he neared the mango tree.
Everyone was watching, eager to see what followed. No one talked.
Koran peeped to the other side of the tree. They were locked. The right hand came up with the paddle. Fixing
his big toe on the ground he leaped forward. The paddle came down exactly on his back.
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And two loud screams at once! It was Koran and the male dog. The dog fell flat on his back. He made no sound
after that.
Koran’s paddle rose and fell forcefully again and again. Still, his anger had not been quenched. Shrieking
violently, he picked up that dead dog and threw it away. Bursting into a demoniac laughter, he turned around and
bellowed:
“Where? … Where is she?”
Karthu was seen nowhere there.
236.53 Excerpt from The Whispering Earth: A Novel\fn{by Karanta Sivarama Karanth (1902-1997)} Saligrama, Udupi
District, Karnataka State, India (M) 17
Parvati will be twenty-four this December. On just such a rainy day fifteen years ago she had been married.
The only child of Narayana Mayya of Manur, which lay along the sea, her marriage celebrations were on an
impressive scale though it had rained. There were cashew bushes all round his house, a ramshackle affair with a
thatched roof, but able to brave the onslaught of annual storms from the sea.
Any wedding needs months of long preparations. And Parvati’s wedding had been fondly planned for months.
The palmleaf protections to his walls and roof had been removed for the occasion; a pandal had been erected in
the yard to the north of the house. The famous Koraga pipe player had been engaged for the occasion at some
expense. But the sound of Koraga’s pipe could not be heard over the blowing of the wind, the fierce patter of the
rain and the din of the palm trees all round.
Parvati married Kodaadarama Ital’s son. Ital claimed that the heavens themselves provided the orchestral
music for his son’s wedding. Ital was purohit\fn{Priest} for several villages round and he administered to the
religious needs of over forty families. If the son’s wedding had been fixed in another, non-rainy month, all the
invitees would have turned up—it would have been a small army, enough to send the bride’s house to the
insolvency court, so much would have been the expense of feeding them properly. It was Ital’s careful calculation
that led him to fix the wedding date for the transplanting season in which not many would have been able to leave
their farm work. Only the parents of the bridegroom, the other immediate members of the two families and the
palanquin bearers turned up for the marriage procession.
The fireworks for the occasion were provided by Indra, the God of thunder. It took the bridegroom’s party four
hours to walk the four miles to the bride’s house, walking heavily on the rain-soaked sand, protected from the
lashing wind and rain by such palmleaf umbrellas as could be mustered. Of Ital’s umbrella only the stout frame
remained in his hand at the journey’s end.
They could not hear each other speak, nor could they see more than a couple of feet ahead. The pipers and
drummers instead of accompanying the procession rested in the verandah of the bride’s house. No cloth umbrellas
were to be seen even in the bride’s party. The well-to-do did not stir out of the comfort of their homes in that
weather even for a wedding.
Of the pandal in front of the bride’s house only the skeleton remained. The yard where the two parties were to
meet and greet each other was slushy and ankle-deep in water. But the reception was cordial and the groom’s
party was led into the protected inner verandah. It was small but served well enough as the wedding mandap\fn
{The small pavilion, prepared with flowers, under which the Hindu wedding ceremony takes place } for the few assembled guests
and relatives. The sacrificial fire was not warm enough to make the groom sitting near it stop shivering in the
cold; it was felt only by the smoke it emitted. Wedding hymns and their words were lost in the rain and the wind.
Not only on the wedding day but on the succeeding four days of the wedding and even longer it rained and
blew continuously, and the celebrations at the groom’s and bride’s houses were sparsely attended. Even the few
who had dutifully come to the wedding were glad to depart at the end of four days and the bride entered her
husband’s house for the first time accompanied by the fury of the elements.
Ital’s house was four miles inland on the river, almost near its mouths. The sea had been rushing into the river
and overflowing the boundaries so that even as the wedding of the son of the house had been taking place, a
dozen of Ital’s coconut trees had been swept away by the tide. The joy of welcoming a bride into the house was
quite dampened by the rain and the loss of coconut trees which annually fetched nearly a thousand rupees.
*
Parvati was motherless when her wedding took place. Three years after her marriage, her father passed away.
Five years later still her father-in-law, Kodanda Ital, died. Now her husband was master of the household and
Parvati its mistress. There was only one other person in the house—a widowed sister of Rama Ital, Sarasvati.
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There was no lack of work; time never hung heavy on Parvati or her widowed sister-in-law. Ital had inherited
the religious rites of houses to which his father had been administering and he went out very early in the morning
every day and returned late in the afternoon. Usually he lunched out at the houses of those who had religious rites
to perform. He would return every evening at about four o’clock, never empty-handed—sometimes he brought
rice, sometimes coconuts, sometimes vegetables, sometimes other offerings, sometimes, rarely, all four items.
Immediately on return he would stretch himself on the bare polished floor of the outer verandah and almost
immediately begin to snore. Waking up at nightfall he would once again go on his rounds and return late at night.
If he had had a good feed at noon he would not eat at night. The widow sister would not take food at night and on
these nights Parvati would not go to the trouble of cooking only for herself and would take what was left over
from the noon meal or soak some parched rice in water and eat it.
The early part of the night was spent in chanting Rama’s name. She dozed off tired with the day’s work in the
fields and the household chores. Often she did not know when her husband came back at night and she could
never muster enough courage to ask him the next morning.
Parvati and Sarasvati got up before daybreak, attended to the cleaning of the household vessels in proper order
and then swept and cleaned the house both inside and out. By this time the sun would be visible on the horizon
and the half-starved cows in the barn would begin to low for their morning feed which was prepared the previous
day and would have to be carried and given to them. Then the cows would be milked and driven out to pasture in
the fields as best as they might. The cleaning of the barn would follow and the cow dung collected and thrown
into the manure heap.
This would be followed by work in the fields which either Parvati alone or accompanied by Sarasvati would
attend to. The nature of the work in the field depended on the season of the year. But summer or winter, fuel was
always a problem. They always gathered the dry leaves for fuel, and twigs or wood, however green, would be
collected and stored for drying. Throughout the year it was smoky fuel they had, with the result that Parvati’s eyes
never had a natural brightness about them with the continuous fumigation from the kitchen. Sometimes the tide in
the sea would wash inland into the river enough wood for them to last half a year. It was a rare event but could
happen and one had to be watchful lest it escape their eyes.
Bringing the wood in from the river was strenuous business and they had fierce competition in this task from
neighboring fuel seekers. The moment they saw anything dark in the river they would plunge in mindless of the
season whether it was wet or dry, whether the river was heady with torrents or just sluggish. Ital sometimes helped
in this business of getting driftwood from the river.
One season when it had been raining incessantly and the river was high, Ital accompanied by his wife and
sister standing knee-deep in the river espied something black and heavy floating along in midstream. Ital bravely
swam to it, maneuvered it with a stick and when he brought it to the shallow waters found it was a dead buffalo,
not fit for fuel. He had mistaken the horns of the buffalo for branches of a big tree. Onlookers on the banks had
laughed at him and Parvati herself could not help but join in the laughing looking at the disappointment in her
husband’s face. Rama Ital kept quiet in the presence of the others but when he arrived home he hit Parvati in a
fury. Parvati learnt what it meant to laugh at her lord and master—she learnt it the hard way.
*
Today it was just as rainy as it had been on her wedding day fifteen years ago. Parvati thought of many things
in her life as she stood on the bank of the river, rain lashing at them, their wet clothes clinging to their limbs,
Sarasvati just behind her like a shadow. It was shivering cold and the river was a torrent.
Both the women were worried about Rama Ital. He had to cross the river to go to a neighboring village where
Angappa Holla’s death anniversary had to be celebrated with due religious rites. The rites cannot be gone through
without Ital. Flood or no flood he had to go. Parvati worried about the danger but never would she stand in the
way of his going, as otherwise Holla’s soul would be damned. Ital stood beside them contemplating the flood,
rolled the inevitable copper tumbler which he carried to all such occasions in his shawl, wound it round his head
and holding the umbrella in his hand he waded into the water.
Parvati was terrified and stood holding her tali\fn{A small metal container used for food} in her hand, fingering it
nervously as it lay attached to the yellow thread round her neck. The thorny flotsam might harm him—the water
was not very deep in the first hundred yards. Ital was careful, however, and went ahead muttering prayers to his
household God, Narasimha. The water was getting deeper.
But he was not worried about the danger to his life for he was an expert swimmer. But his shawl was new and
if the salt water spoiled it, Holla’s family would not make good the loss. The water got up to his neck but still he
walked on reaching the shallows on the other side without wetting his shawl. He told himself that he would not
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risk the return journey in the evening if the waters had not gone down.
The women stood watching his progress with unwinking eyes. They saw him reach the shallows on the other
side and heaved a sigh of relief. They shouted together, “Don’t come back tonight!” though they knew well that
their words would not reach across the waters to the other shore.
Ital did not look back.
*
When her brother disappeared from sight, Sarasvati called to Parvati and turned to go home. Parvati did not
heed her call but stood alone on the bank of the river lost in her own thoughts.
The flood, thought Parvati, reflected the history of her life. Her wedding had been rain-drenched, and the rains
always set her mind thinking of events since that rainy day. She often asked herself,
“What is it all for?”
There was labor day in, day out; it was daily one anxiety or another—sowing, reaping, finding fuel and then a
repetition of the same. Never could she sit quiet for a moment, chanting in peace the name of the Lord. Even as
she repeated His name, her mind was on things she had to do. Was it worthwhile leading such a life? The sense of
futility in Parvati had its source in one great disappointment. Like all women she too had dreamt of motherhood,
but a child had been denied her. Sterility made life all the more meaningless.
The first five years of her life she had lived in expectation of a child to come. Then it had been continuous
prayer to one God after another. Lately it had been despair. She must have sinned greatly not to have given birth
to a child; sterility was her punishment for sin. Women much younger than herself, girls whom she knew, were
happy mothers. Life’s general unhappiness might half disappear in a child’s smile. Janaki, who was her own age,
had become a mother at fourteen and she was now expecting a grandchild. Such happiness had been denied her.
There was no one to whom she could turn. Her husband had little time to spend at home and did not spend it
chatting idly with his wife. He was the strong silent type, master of the house and eager that his wife should keep
it in mind. Her love had continually to beat against the barriers of orthodox conventions and the dignified
aloofness which Ital thought it necessary to preserve in his relations with her and she could not reach out to him in
her need for love.
There was Sarasvati who shared all her toil and whatever happiness she might have. She could respect and love
Sarasvati, not fondle her.
She showed her affection to the calf Gopi and would sit for hours talking loudly to it, pouring out her heart. Ital
surprised her at it in the cowshed and made fun of her saying that even a wall was company enough for her. There
might have been some pity in his laughter but he did not care to show it further.
After watching Ital cross the river safely Parvati was steeped in a particularly depressing mood. She returned
home and sat listlessly fanning the kitchen fire while Sarasvati prepared the feed of the cows. The kitchen was full
of smoke and the two women escaped into the outer verandah coughing and with eyes streaming. Sarasvati said,
“When is Ekadasi? This Ekadasi they will begin telling stories from the Bhagaviata. The story stopped last
year at the place where Sri Krishna was invited to the festival of the bow. I hope they continue the story from
there. Just think, Parvati—how cruel and unnatural Kamsa was to kill his own sister’s children.” Parvati replied,
“It was all his leela, the mysterious play of God. Else how can we at all explain to ourselves the many strange
things that happen in this world? People who do not want them have many children, while persons who long for
children have none.”
Parvati had been thinking of her childlessness and she had replied automatically voicing the thought that was
uppermost in her mind. While she or her husband lay on the deathbed neither would have anyone to give them a
drop of Ganga water. How sad their fate! They were not poor for they had some land, cattle in the shed and a
number of coconut trees and a house. Who would inherit this property after they were gone? It was a dire fate,
indeed, to be childless.
Sarasvati knew Parvati’s despair. She had often tried in her own way to console her.
“You have done all the vows, to Arama, to Ganapati, to the Aswathha tree but it is evidently God’s will that
you should have no child. It is better to adopt a child.”
That her brother had no son was a matter of sorrow for the sister as well. She had made vows to her own
private gods but they had been of no avail. Now that she felt it was hopeless she thought that to adopt a son was
the best course that her brother could take.
Parvati wondered why she had not thought of it before. Their happiness in the next world depended on having
a son and an adopted son was empowered to do the funeral ceremonies for his adopted parents. He might even
learn to look on them as on his own mother and father. Parvati brightened a little at the thought.
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They sat up waiting for Ital to return that night talking in whispers hopefully. It was late. They were drowsy
and had fallen asleep when at last Ital arrived mumbling
“Sambasiva Sambasiva.: Dusting his feet noisily he washed his feet, put aside his shawl and umbrella, and
cried,
“You are asleep already? Can’t you have a light at least in the verandah?” Parvati lighted the lamp while
Sarasvati remonstrated with her brother,
“Why did you risk crossing the river in flood at night? It might have been dangerous.”
“There was good moonlight and coming back I had Subba Rao of Kanyan for company. It was not dangerous.”
He yawned and soon lay down to sleep, stretching himself, tired after his day’s journey. The women thought he
was in no mood to talk so Parvati postponed the thought of talking to him about adopting a boy to a better
occasion. Soon Ital was snoring loudly, competing with the noise the palmfronds made in the wind and the distant
roar of the sea.
After dinner the next day the three of them were leisurely chatting together. They would be sowing the fields in
a day or two and had to decide whether to sow horse-gram or gingelly seed. Soora had volunteered to make some
land of theirs ready for sowing. After talking of sowing, Sarasvati was sure that her brother was in the right mood
and thought that she might broach two subjects that were exercising her mind. She wanted her brother to buy a
buffalo, but she decided that the adoption of a child should take precedence over the question of buying a buffalo
and plunged into the subject straight away.
“I do not know what you think about it, brother.”
“What about?” asked Ital. Sarasvati said,
“I am giving you a suggestion. It’s up to you to take it or not.”
“What’s the matter with you? Why don’t you come to the point?”
“What I mean to say is this,” said Sarasvati carefully choosing her words. “We cannot live forever. Tomorrow
if one of us is taken away there should be some one to offer funeral pindas\fn{Rice offerings made for the dead } to the
departed soul. Now that you are in fairly good circumstances, I am sure you can persuade some one to offer a
child to you for adoption.”
Rama Ital too had thought of adopting a child but he had rejected the idea. He had not expected that Sarasvati
would speak of it herself to him. Parvati had heard the conversation and moved nearer lest she should miss any of
the words of her husband. Ital said in a low voice but with firmness, as one who was sure of what he was saying,
“You are foolish, Sarasvati. Do you think that you can bring a child from somewhere and make it your own?
You cannot transform a crow into a cuckoo. An adopted child and its adopted father would always hate each other,
at least they will not talk to each other. If we had a child in our own family which could be adopted it would be
different.” He paused and then said after a few moments,
“God willing I might yet have a son of my own.” Parvati waited a minute to see whether anything further
would be said and then asked,
“But you examined my horoscope the other day rather carefully and said that I would not have a child.”
Rama Ital did not deign to reply.
*
It was summer again. The sun was so hot and getting hotter that the whole earth was somewhat like a frying
pan. Summer brought its own problems to Parvati and Sarasvati. They had sown paddy in a plot—what would
happen to it? No amount of backbreaking watering would keep the plot wet. The water in the tank was getting
lower and lower, till finally the muddy water was of use only to the fishermen who caught some fish in little
sieves. The earth had grown dull red, almost black, with an unquenchable thirst for rain. Sarasvati would
anxiously run a dozen times during the day, to the paddy plot muttering to herself,
“Everything around is burnt up. I wonder whether the paddy field will yield us at least enough seeds for the
rainy season.”
Strangely enough Rama Ital chose this anxious season for thinking about making improvements to his house.
One day he was free from purohit duties and he had no invitation to dine out. Reclining in the verandah, looking
at the pandal in front of the house he called Sarasvati and told her,
“What is the use, Sarasvati, of this apology for a pandal? Let us put up a new one. We have plaited coconut
leaves; if what we have is not enough, we can borrow more. We shall have a pandal covering the whole yard, and
you must polish the floor of the house till it shines bright as new.” Sarasvati yawned and said,
“Have you nothing better to think of brother? Are we going to celebrate a wedding or a sacred thread
ceremony for a boy of the house?” Ital also yawned, got up, tied his dhoti in the orthodox fashion, wrapped a
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cloth round his head by way of a turban and inspected the house from all sides. He was sweating copiously, the
sun was hot and he searched every nook and corner of the house and its outhouses and laid hold of some long
bamboos which he set up as pillars. He found some smaller bamboos which he laid crosswise. Finding her brother
hard at work, Sarasvati was convinced that the idea of a new pandal was no fancy of the moment. Before she
could ask him anything he spoke up,
“Instead of asking why and what for, get me some more bamboos.”
Parvati went out with a scythe to cut some more bamboos. By the time she returned, Ital had collected all the
material necessary for erecting a full sized pandal and had even dug the holes for setting up the corner pillars.
The sun was setting now and the evening breeze began to blow from the sea. Sarasvati set the pot of rice
boiling and went out with Parvati to water the paddy plot asking her brother to mind the rice. Ital never relished
doing work in the kitchen but he knew that the women were doing important work and could not well refuse to do
it. But he continued working on the pandal by the light of the moon which had come up. He built the frame neat
and strong, tying the bamboos with coconut fiber.\fn{ Cori rope:H} He glanced occasionally into the kitchen to see
about the rice but he was more intent on that pandal of his.
Two hours later when Sarasvati and Parvati returned home after a hard evening’s work watering the paddy
field, and after washing themselves in the tank they smelt the rice on the oven. Untended, all the grain smelt badly
burnt and the rice was unfit for eating.
“This brother of mine is Rahu-struck. He has spoiled the rice but he has got his pandal fixed.”
Ital did not hear her for he had finished work on the pandal and gone for a bath to the tank. When he returned
after a little while he too smelt the burnt rice, stopped mumbling his prayers to Siva and went straight into the
kitchen shouting with gathering fury,
“Are you preparing food for a man or burnt rice offerings for the ghosts?”
Parvati, like the dutiful wife she was, stood hanging down her head but Sarasvati was not afraid of her brother.
She shouted back in reply,
“Didn’t I ask you to mind the rice while we were watering the paddy? Couldn’t you have helped in this small
thing? Were we idle? But you and your pandal! By the time we returned the rice was fit only for the devil. I
suppose you are getting the sarkar\fn{Government} to hold its jamabandi\fn{Government land revenue transaction} in
your pandal. Parvati has been shaking with fever these three days and yet she comes to help me water the paddy,
but you don’t care as long as you have your wonderful pandal.”
Ital had not expected so violent an attack from his sister. He sought refuge in muttering, “Rama, Rama, Hari,
Hari,” suddenly realizing that the name of the Lord was refuge enough for anyone.
Sarasvati had to do the cooking all over again. Ital ate silently and was tired with his work on the pandal. He
stretched himself after eating and began snoring immediately.
Heaps of coconut leaves were in the yard waiting to be plaited. The women did not know for what purpose Ital
wanted the pandal put up, and though they were tired with the day’s work, they began to plait the leaves by
moonlight. Ital might again have thought of adopting a boy—that idea gave them the incentive to work all the
harder. Sarasvati said this aloud and Parvati was only too glad to agree.
In the morning when Ital got up and singing to himself a song from Gajendra Moksham\fn{The Liberation of
Gajendra a Puranic legend from the the Bhagavata Purana, in which Vishnu came down to earth to protect Gajendra, the elephant, from
the clutches of Makara, the Crocodile, and with Vishnu’s help achieves moksha, or salvation.} went into the yard ready to plait the

coconut leaves he was surprised and pleased to see them already done. But he would need more to cover the
pandal and he went to get them from some of his ryots. He shouted to Soora and Kala and bade them bring two
head-loads of coconut leaves, plaited if possible. He would return them later or if they needed rice he would be
glad to give them some in return.
Kala was curious. He asked,
“What is the pandal for? Are we likely to get Brahmin house payasam by any chance?” Ital laughed in reply,
“It is just like you ryots. As soon as some one mentions the pandal, your mouth begins to water and you begin
to think of payasam.”
Before the sun was much higher in the sky Ital was back home. Two or three hours later, five loads of coconut
leaves arrived. One of the ryots helped him to spread the plaited leaves on the pandal. The finished pandal was so
impressive that Ital was really pleased.
“Girl,” he said to his wife, “Kala here would like some pickles and a pot of water. Wouldn’t you, Kala? Or
would you like some jaggery instead?”
“Oh, one can get jaggery anywhere,” said Kala. But it is a long time since I tasted mango pickle in a Brahmin
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house.”
Parvati brought some fresh mango pickle on a plantain leaf and a pot of water. Kala tasted the pickle and took
a long pull at the water and heaving a sigh said,
“How sweet the water is! May I have some more, mother? One can get on without food but in summer like this
one cannot live without water.” He drank another pot of water, finished the pickle and appealed to Parvati,
“Mother, won’t you give some pickle for my boy at home?”
Parvati knew that he was not being paid for his services. But she was a prudent housewife and did not want to
give him more from her stock of fresh pickles so she gave him some from her old stock. Ital recommended that he
be given some rice also.
But Kala was a clever fellow; if he accepted rice it would have become a sort of payment in kind and he was
mindful of future benefits.
Master why do you worry about payment for such small jobs. No mother, I don’t want any rice. Master can
return the plaited leaves after you have done with them. And if God wills it, I shall partake of your payasam.”
When Kala said payasam, Parvati thought that was a confirmation of the adoption of a boy. But she did not
question her husband about it. She whispered to Sarasvati .about it but Sarasvati flared up about it in anger,
“Whether it is going to be a marriage party or a funeral party these menials will know of it earlier than we the
women of the house will—we who toil day and night in the house.”
But even she refrained from asking her brother. He would have replied that “women are chatterboxes even
about things which do not concern them.”
That same afternoon at about four o’clock Ital filled his snuffbox full of snuff, wound a green shawl round his
head, stood ready to depart somewhere with the palmleaf umbrella in his hand, stood for a minute in the yard and
then called Sarasvati and said, while noisily drawing a pinch of snuff into his nostrils,
“Sarasvati, I shall be away from home for three days. By the time I come back the floor of the yard and the
house should shine like a mirror. Like a mirror, you understand, Sarasvati. If you need help, call Soora’s wife or
Kala’s daughter.” Sarasvati replied.
“Don’t you worry brother; the yard will be ready, newly polished and the floors will shine like mirror. But why
don’t you start when the sun sets? It is scorching now.”
Normally Ital would have been angry if anyone said anything like this at the time he was starting. But today he
was unusually patient. He just replied,
“Oh the heat is nothing. Once I cross the sands it will be all right.”
He jumped over the fence towards the east and then turned northwards. Apparently that moment was
auspicious for a eastward journey and he had taken the first steps eastward in an attempt to hoodwink the stars.
When she was sure that Ital was safely out of hearing distance, Sarasvati said,
“He is the master of the house and would deem it beneath his dignity to listen to us women when we advised
him to adopt a son. He has thought better of it now perhaps. Who does not understand the significance of a great
pandal?”
“I wonder whose child he is thinking of adopting,” wondered Parvati. “He said he would be absent for three
days.”
‘Probably he has some purohit work also. If this brother of mine thinks that the women of his house are to be
treated like dirt, he has another thought coming. He wants us to get the pandal ready and his house clean and
floors shining but he would not dream of telling us what these preparations are for.” Sarasvati was deeply hurt that
he had not taken either herself or Parvati into his confidence.
2
Parvati wondered what the pandal might be for. Pandals are usually for some festive occasion, a wedding, a
sacred thread ceremony or for an adoption. She hoped that it was for an adoption. Whatever the occasion there
would be feasting and feasts need happalas and sandiges, and neighbors would be invited for the feast.
“How much black gram shall I spread out to dry and I wonder how much parched rice we should prepare,” she
asked Sarasvati.
“I can’t tell you,” said Sarasvati. “If he does not want to tell us anything about it why should we worry?"
Parvati began calculating how many leaves could be spread in the yard for food. It could well hold three
hundred persons and if they had to give three feasts at least, it would mean she would have to prepare for a
thousand invitees. Sarasvati and she could not be expected to tackle the preparation unaided, their neighbor
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Upadhya’s wife Akkamma would help. But then she would naturally want to know what it was all for and they
would have to confess that they did not know. Ital treated them with scant courtesy but it would not do to let on to
the neighbors.
“The way we are treated in our own house!” complained Sarasvati bitterly. “I shall finish polishing the yard, as
he asked me to. But regarding the happalas and sandiges he did not leave any instructions. We shall worry about
it when he tells us; perhaps the occasion is far off. He will be here three days later; he will then tell us what he
wants, let us hope … Why should we question why?”
Sarasvati was trying to speak calmly, but it was clear that she was boiling with rage at the treatment which she
got from her own brother. She said as if to herself.
“One should not be born a woman.”
Soora and his wife helped Sarasvati prepare the floor of the yard. She worked furiously at remaking and
polishing the floor and halfway through the work she came to a decision and told Parvati about it.
“Parvati,” she said, “I’ve been thinking for a long time about visiting my dead husband’s family. I should have
gone there at car festival time, for in three years I have not visited them even once. They’ve been sending me my
share of paddy annually and it will not look nice if I don’t visit them occasionally. And I feel like it. I shall stay
there some time. Ever since brother left home yesterday I have been thinking of it.”
Parvati could not think of anything to say in reply.
It took all of three days for the floors to be ready. On the evening of the third day having finished the work to
her satisfaction, Sarasvati took her evening bath in the tank, donned the better cotton sari she usually wore for
visits and told Parvati,
“Now Parvati, don’t ask me any questions. I have finished the work brother entrusted to me. He might come
back tonight; if I wait till he comes, he might not allow me to go. I don’t want any argument with him. If he wants
me, let him send word to me.”
Parvati was shaking with sobs and her lips trembled. She said,
“I know you are angry with your brother, my husband, Sarasvati. But have I hurt you anyway? Have I said
anything I should not have said? For my sake wait till he comes.” Sarasvati bit her lips, and with ill-suppressed
grief and anger said,
“Don’t interfere in this Parvati. You are his wife; it’s all right for you to be submissive. I am, however, not
dependant on him. All my dues were paid when they gave me in marriage to another house and this house owes
me nothing. I came back here out of affection for my brother, hoping that I would be able to help him. I did not
come back because I had nowhere to go nor did I lack food. What my husband’s family gives me is enough for
me. My husband’s father wanted me to stay under his roof and even the maintenance he gives me is given
unasked. Being without children I thought I might stay with my brother, but evidently I am less than dirt in his
eyes. I have to work like a donkey from morning till night and if I want to know what this pandal is for, he won’t
deign to tell me. I shall have to seek the information from a neighbor or the ryot. I have stood enough of this
indignity.”
Parvati had never known Sarasvati speak so bitterly before and timid as she was she had no arguments.
Without saying another word, Sarasvati walked away, even without noticing that Parvati followed a few steps
behind. Sarasvati first and Parvati later passed the cucumber plants which were withering not having been watered
as they should have been that day. When Parvati remarked on it, Saraswati merely observed that she did not
belong to that family any more and she was not worried about it.
“I have paid my debts to this house,” she said and walked on.
They came to the bank of the river and Sarasvati without a word waded in leaving Parvati standing on the bank
with tears in her eyes. Sarasvati soon reached the other bank, stood on, shouted so that Parvati could hear,
“Go home Parvati! Don’t worry. What is fated will happen.” She walked on and disappeared in the distance
without once glancing back.
Parvati stood, tears streaming from her eyes, stony in the silence.
“She is gone!” she thought over and over again. The sky was a vast expanse of emptiness—so was her mind.
The flaming colors of the sunset faded and still Parvati stood immobile. She was thus discovered by Kala’s
wife, Pommi, who had come searching for a calf which had strayed.
“Are you waiting for Sarasvati, mother?” she asked, not noticing at first the tears in her eyes. But Parvati
neither heard nor saw her. Coming nearer and noticing the tears for the first time Pommi was alarmed and asked,
“Why, mother, are you crying? What has happened? Why are you at the river at this time of evening?” Parvati
woke up to her surroundings and said simply,

85

“Pommi!” Recognizing her belatedly she said,
“Why are you here.”
“One of the calves did not come back and I came in search of it. But you didn’t even recognize me. What has
happened mother?”
“Did you say anything Pommi?”
“You are still lost in thought and you are weeping. Why?” Pommi forgot the calf and added,
“Let us go home, mother. It is getting dark and creeping things will be astir before long in the dark.”
“I shall now go home, Pommi. Go and look for your calf,” said Parvati, trying to turn back home.
“The calf will come home of itself in the night or I can search for it tomorrow morning. I will accompany you
home,” said Pommi and followed Parvati who, however, went ahead without noticing Pommi following her. She
did not speak nor did Pommi, who turned back after seeing Parvati safely enter her house.
*
Like one in a dream Parvati went about her work in the house. She lit the lamp and took her rosary in hand and
began muttering the Namasivaya. Tears flowed from her eyes and after a while the mechanical murmuring of the
Namasivaya stopped of itself. She sat up for a little while and then with the lamp still burning she laid herself
down not having any thoughts of preparing or eating any food.
Soon after, Ital’s voice heard from the distant fields. He was evidently approaching the house and shouting to
someone who was leaving him,
“So you will come tomorrow Seena. During these eight days you will consider yourself a member of the
family and do all the things to be done.” Seena’s voice also could be heard in reply,
“Yes. I have nothing to do and I shall do whatever you think is necessary. You can command me. We shall
make it a grand occasion, never worry.”
“You will be in charge, like Karna being appointed generalissimo. Remember only that the people of
Padumunnur should not think lightly of us.”
Parvati noticing that the light was out searched for the matches and lit the lamp. But there was no oil in the
lamp and she searched for the oil, poured a little of it in the lamp and a greater part of on the floor in her hurry. .
But the loud conversation of the disembodied voices from the fields still continued. Ital was shouting,
“It is time to go to bed. It is already late and we have a heavy day before us.” Seena replied from a distance but
loud enough to be heard both by Ital and Parvati,
“Oh you Ital, you are indeed a deep fellow. How close you have kept the whole affair, now! The pandal is all
ready. But the wedding date is early, Ital. Will your folk have time to get the kappalas and sandige ready?”
“It is a job which my sister Sarasvati will attend to. It is nothing for her. It is summer and they will dry in no
time.”
“But won’t people complain that the bride to be is a Sivalli?”
“No, there is no cause for complaint there. You cannot say that the girl is not a Kota girl. True, her greatgrandfather married a Sivalli girl. But Madappayya of Padumunnur is by no means of the Sivalli sub-caste. They
can be called Kota-Sivalli which is different. I know it is all right.” This was Ital. Seena was evidently willing to
be convinced.
“It is a good alliance. In fact it is pure gold. I feel important as companion to the bridegroom; it is an important
office, one I shall fill well. And I think you have chosen right, choosing a grown-up girl. Well, and one last thing
—what jewels are they giving the girl?”
“I did not care to ask. I am sure they will give the usual things, a necklace or two. The girl’s wrists won’t be
bare, let me assure you. They are well-to-do people.”
“You could have thought of a second marriage a little earlier.” Ital’s reply for which Parvati waited with
tremulous heart was hesitant.
“I haven’t told my sister or wife about it, as yet. I do not know how they will take it. I postponed it as long as I
could.”
“If they should object?”
“You do not know me well at all Seena, do you? In my house, nobody dare object. I am master of my house.
They have been urging me to adopt a child but I thought an adopted child won’t be the same thing as a son born to
myself. I am only forty or forty-two.”
“You are not all that old,” conceded Seena. “You know Hanuma Ital of Handattu—he married for the third time
when he was fifty and had three sons by her, you know.”
“Hanuma Ital is my cousin. I know about him, don’t I?”
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“It is late, Ital. Now I shall go home. I shall water the paddy field in the early morning and come to you early.”
Seena soon departed.
*
Ital should have gone to the tank for his belated evening prayers. Parvati did not hear anything more. At first
she had thought that they were talking about a wedding in some other house, but then the real import of the talk
struck her with stunning force. She was going to have a rival in the house. Was she dismayed? Did she feel a
vague sense of satisfaction that before long there might be a small one in the house? She recollected a few words
which she had almost dreamt she had heard, but it was really Ital speaking to Seena in that loud voice of his,
“Poor girl. Parvati is fated not to have any children. But for that I could not have a better wife. Parvati is like
Seeta. You will see when the new bride comes home. Parvati will welcome her like her own daughter.”
Would she? Should she? She wondered. She was worried also that the girl was not pure Kota. A vaidik, he
should have been more careful. . Suddenly she remembered Sarasvati and the remark that her husband had made
about Sarasvati being able to make ready the happalas and sandiges in no time. And now there was no Sarasvati.
She had gone. Parvati stood possessed of tumultuous thoughts which were, however, too confused.
Ital was surprised when he saw her standing at the outer pail. She had then heard him shout out to Seena.
“Is that you, Parvati? I suppose that you were listening to what all we were saying. A woman cannot help
eavesdropping—that is her nature.”
He came into the yard, felt the smooth cold floor under one foot, explored with the other foot, satisfied himself
that the work he had given to Sarasvati had been done in her own inimitable manner. He addressed to Sarasvati
who was however not there,
“Sarasvati, you are a goddess. How beautifully smooth you have made the floor.” He continued unrolling his
mat for sleeping,
“Did you get any help—or did you do it all yourself? Are you asleep, Sarasvati, that you don’t reply?” And
then noticing that there was no light he addressed Parvati, his wife,
“Why, Parvati, could you not have lighted the lamp?” Parvati brought the lamp but Ital said,
“Put it out. Who wants the lamp now? I had a long walk. I’m too tired. I would like to sleep. Bringing the lamp
now, is like bringing the pickles after the dinner is over.”
A sigh which sounded almost like a sob escaped from Parvati. Ital reacted sharply,
“I don’t want anything like that now, do you hear? You stand eavesdropping and when I accuse you of it you
begin to sob. Oh, you women! I suppose you feel hurt.”
Parvati said that it was not that at all. Ital said with asperity,
“I don’t want to hear what it is. I am tired I tell you and I would like to go to sleep. I do not want to know
anything.”
It seemed as if Ital, being in the wrong, was intent upon getting into a quarrel. He was thoroughly
unreasonable. Parvati’s temper rose. She too said with some asperity,
“I am not in a mood to chatter either. It is only that you were talking of your sister and that she would get the
happalas and sandiges ready in no time. I only wanted to tell you—”
“That you can get them ready in time. All right, we will buy them, or get them done by others. Go to bed.”
Ital was unreasonable and Parvati’s temper too rose. If her husband was not in a mind for chatter she was not
either. She said,
“I wonder what you take us for. Your sister worked day and night for three days to get the floor ready and left a
while ago for Mandarti, her father-in-law’s place. She said that you might send word to her if you wanted her
back.”
Parvati said this with asperity and left the place immediately retiring into the inner room. She wanted to avoid
what promised to develop into a first class row.
Ital was alarmed now. Apparently there had been a scene in the house and his sister had gone away in a huff.
He knew that the wedding celebrations could not take place without her help. He sat up and said, forgetting his
weariness,
“Look here girl …” but his girl was not there to respond. He got up and went in search of Parvati. How was he
to run this household with such women!
“Look here, Parvati. You are telling me your story in parts. I am not clever enough to know what has happened
from what you tell me. Why did Sarasvati go away? Did you quarrel? I do not know what happens the moment I
am away from home.”
“Why do you put us in the wrong, whatever happens? We did not quarrel.”
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“Oh, you are a couple of angels and I am the villain. For heaven’s sake tell me what happened.” Parvati said,
“Nothing happened. You wanted a pandal ready and you wanted a nicely polished floor but you would not tell
us why you wanted these things. Naturally Sarasvati was upset. She slaves all day and you don’t take her into
confidence even over a small thing. She was displeased with you and your attitude and that was why she left.
Judging by the temper she was in I don’t think that she will come back. Three nights she worked over the floor, all
the while muttering to herself, ‘I am worse than dirt in this house. I am worse than dirt.’ She went away weeping.”
Parvati herself was weeping. Ital was unnerved.
“Stop your music Parvati. It upsets me. Sarasvati has left and you stand weeping. I shall go to Mandarti and
bring her back. Stop crying till then. My reputation is in shreds now.”
Ital went out, lit a palmleaf torch and holding it in his hands he took long strides towards Mandarti, crossing
field after field with legs already weary with walking. He walked fast in spite of being tired and found himself in
Mandarti in a short time. At Mandarti he was greeted by a chorus of barking dogs.
“Curse these dogs!” he said aloud to himself.
He knocked at the door of the house, muttering to himself that Sarasvati, whatever she thought, would not
make a scene in front of all her in-laws. The Mandarti family opened the door, and finding Ital at the door
effusively welcomed him. Ital spoke in a roundabout manner and made as if he had come to invite them all to his
second wedding. Sarasvati, hearing all this, said,
“Poor Parvati, she will not be able to manage by herself all the preparations for the wedding.” It took little time
for Ital to persuade her to come back with him.
Brother and sister set out almost immediately. On the way Ital talked loquaciously, making up for all his
erstwhile silence. He said many things that were true and equally as many that were false. Sarasvati did not follow
him completely, but she satisfied that he had come to his senses and trying to make amends for his recent
behavior. Her brother’s pride had been proved empty as far as she was concerned and she decided to let the matter
rest there.
By the time they reached their house, Soora’s cock was crowing. The morning star was still some way above
the horizon.
“I am tired,” said Ital. :I have been on my feet all day and all night and am longing for sleep.”
“You go to bed.”
“And you? Surely you are not going to work in the dark?”
“Dark! Did you not hear the cock crow? There is a lot of work to be done and I cannot sleep now. I had better
set about it now,” said Sarasvati simply. When their voices reached her ears Parvati awoke. She was happy that
Sarasvati was back.
“God is good,” she told herself.
She would have got up but earlier that night she had been accused of eavesdropping and did not want the
accusation repeated. She lay still as if asleep and soon she really fell asleep to be woken up by Sarasvati at
sunrise.
*
It was the day of the wedding. Ital stood decked out in a regular bridegrooms costume, ornaments on the
ankles, rings in the ears, a palmleaf umbrella over his head, and a new dhoti worn in traditional manner.
Looking at him from the kitchen window Parvati felt confused. She remembered the day of her own wedding.
Dressed as he was now, he had been quite young then. It had been raining constantly—she had stolen a look at
him in the welter of people, she remembered.
She remembered the first step she put into that house holding her husband’s fingers. And all those married
years with the vain hope of a child growing in her womb. The consciousness of her childlessness swept over her
—that was the reason why he, her husband, was seeking another bride.
Would the new bride bring her any happiness? Would there be continuous bickering in the house? Would the
new wife treat her considerately giving her the courtesy due to an elder? Would not the husband look with more
favor on the new young bride? She might have to face neglect and insults.
But Parvati was forcing herself to look at the brighter side. There was surely a silver lining to the dark cloud.
Soon the new bride would bear a child and the house would ring with its prattle and cries. The son would make
sacrificial offerings to the parents, herself included, in due course. A child would certainly make Ital happy. But
would she also be happy? The child would not be flesh of her flesh, blood of her blood, born of her womb. .
She found herself in tears but quickly dried them before others could notice them. It will not do to give the
impression that she was out of it all, reflected Parvati. She was after all the lady of the house and it would be
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better that the visitors thought that the wedding was happening with her consent. Her tears had vanished though
her eyes were red when she came out into the pandal. She went about with a smile exchanging civilities with the
assembled guests. One of the ladies present remarked to her,
“Look at your husband decked out in all that finery. He really does not look more than twenty years old.”
Ital too had memories of his first wedding—how the rains had washed out all the pomp and glory of it. When
the bridegroom’s party reached the bride’s village, Padumunnur, and camped with music and fireworks at a paddy
field the second quarter of the night had begun. The noise of the wedding was at its height.
The wedding pandal was beautifully decorated with filigree. The Brahmins of the village and the women were
already gathered. Ital tried to convince himself that it did not really look like a second wedding; it had all the
appearance of a first one. Everyone was feeling happy—Ital, Seema, even Ital’s mother-in-law, who should
normally have grudged giving her daughter as a second wife.
Ital was a substantial fellow, he had lands, a good income from his disciples and was reputed to have a lot of
cash in hand, and he did look young. He had, it is true, a wife but the wife was busy making herself a part of the
celebrations. The mother thought that her daughter would not find it difficult to get on with Parvati. Parvati
herself took the jewels they brought for the bride and set about bedecking her with her own hands. This was
pleasing to one and all, most of all to the bride’s mother.
Ital had a reputation as a stingy fellow; he would not easily loosen his purse strings. But for the wedding he
had given Seena a free hand. All the disciples of Ital had turned up and brought gifts of dhotis and saris to the
bridal couple. The bridegroom’s party was lavish with the fees for the vaidiks.\fn{Priests; also a sect of the Brahmin
caste}
The return to Kodi, to the bridegroom’s house after the four-day wedding, was as impressive as the marriage
procession itself. Whatever it cost her, Parvati spent the whole time talking and joking with the new bride. Ital
was pleased with himself and had said as much to Seena after the event. It was as if he had married into a semidivine family.
In this manner Satyabhama, the young new bride, came to Ital’s house. Soon it was forgotten that the bride came
from a Sivalli family—a family that was part Sivalli. Of course, there were a few who would not forget and
continued to whisper,
“Why should the Vaidik Ital marry below his rank?”
3
Two years after the wedding, Satyabhama was expecting. Parvati, the first wife, often caught herself
wondering whether it would be a boy or a girl. Sarasvati and she hoped that it would be a boy who would brighten
their dark home with his presence. Daily, at least once, Parvati expressed the hope that it would be a boy. She
vowed coconuts and fruits to the God Arama if it proved to be a boy. Sarasvati vowed similarly but to her favorite
God, Vinayaka.
Satyabhama was sent to her father’s house for the delivery. Ital sent a servant every other day enquiring after
the health of his dear wife. Like a vaidik he was worried about the star under which his child would be born; it
was the end of summer and the newborn at birth might have to brave the cold of winter.
Ital would rather have spent his time with his wife at his father-in-law’s place in Padumunnur but it was
unseemly and he was busy over the spiritual affairs of his disciples as well as on his fields. But wherever he might
be, his thoughts were with the child yet to be born.
Ital, Sarasvati and Parvati were busy one day loading a boat in the river with silt to be spread over their fields.
It was difficult and quite unpleasant work, this loading of silt in the boat and they were covered with mud from
top to toe. It was almost afternoon and nearly half the work had been done and they were intent on their work
when someone hailed Ital from the other bank.
The mud was in his eyes and Ital could not see very well who it was. Clad only in a loin cloth covered with the
dirt and grime of the river Ital was a picture to see. He cleared his eyes and saw that it was his brother-in-law from
Padmunnur.
Ital washed himself in a jiffy and only then could his brother-in-law recognize him. Parvati and Sarasvati went
on working though their ears were cocked to what was being said,
“Satya?” exclaimed Ital. “Is everything all right?”
The brother-in-law too came from a farming family but he was bewildered by the man and his sister and wife
doing this difficult work. In his father’s farms men worked and the owner supervised from a safe distance. Well-

89

to-do farmers do not work on their fields; they left the dirty work to hired laborers. It took the young fellow some
time to recover from his surprise and when he recovered he answered Rama Ital’s anxious query.
“Mother and child are doing well.” It was Sarasvati who asked the important question:
“Boy or girl?”
“A boy.”
Ital set about calculating what star was in the ascendant at the time of the birth. While he was calculating
Sarasvati said impatiently,
“The stars can wait. But your brother-in-law has come a long way and he should be thirsty. We shall go home.
We can attend to the silt at night for there will be moonlight tonight.”
They all went home. Ital was shamefaced that his brother-in-law had discovered him doing such dirty work.
“Give me a few minutes. I shall bathe and wash away the dirt and come.”
Sarasvati had hurried through her bath and set about attending to preparing something for the brother-in-law to
eat. Ital came soon after and took snuff in a prolonged sniff and offered his silver snuff case to his brother-in-law,
saying”
“I don’t suppose you take snuff, do you?” The purpose of the gesture was to impress on the brother-in-law that
even though he himself attended to the silt and the like he was wealthy enough to sport a silver snuffbox.
Sarasvati placed before the young fellow the brother-in-law something to eat and a cup of buttermilk. Parvati
asked the inevitable question,
“Whom does the child resemble?”
Parvati regretted the fate that had condemned her to childlessness and her eyes filled with tears. But she
overcame her sorrow before anyone else noticed it, while Ital and his, brother-in-law demolished the happalas and
sandiges placed before them.
Ital’s father-in-law had asked his son to return the same night after conveying the news to the happy father. But
Ital would not hear of his going that night.
“You brought good news for me. You should feast tonight and I shall accompany you tomorrow morning. On
these occasions men are not missed much. They will not miss you at all tonight,” he said.
Parvati ran up to Seena’s house, borrowed the necessary items for a feast and busied herself preparing a feast
fit for the occasion with dal, two or three savories, happala, sandige and payasam. Of course there was payasam
as befitted the occasion of the birth of a male heir in the family. After the night meal the men took jaggery and
cashew. While they were at the cashew and jaggery, Seena Mayya, inferring from the items borrowed from his
house by Parvati that something auspicious had happened, came up saying,
“Let me share the good news.” Ital could scarcely contain his joy as he said,
“Satya has given birth to a boy, the Lord Narasimha be thanked. I was hoping it would be a boy.”
Seena had a convenient memory and he asserted that Ital had examined Satyabhama’s horoscope and had
declared that she would have three children, all males. Now Ital’s purpose in life was fulfilled and in afterlife he
would reach heaven safe with the oblations of a son.
The young brother-in-law laughed contentedly and Ital and Seena sat up talking through the best part of the
night, Ital had forgotten the silt but Sarasvati and Parvati had gone to the river to complete the work already half
done. When Seena was leaving Sarasvati was returning home having finished the work and taken a bath in the
tank.
“The boat has to be returned tomorrow, so we thought we would finish the work tonight,” Sarasvati informed
Seena.
Seena had asked Ital for snuff and had been offered the silver snuffbox. Taking note of the snuffbox, Seena
complimented Ital on his preparation of snuff:
“You know the right proportions and your snuff has a unique flavor.” Going home alone on the way Seena
reflected on the prosperity of Ital.
“He now has taken to flaunting a silver snuff-box—he, who till now had nothing but a bilwa fruit, dried and
hollowed for his snuff. My friend Ital is surely going up the scale in the world.” That night, while asleep, he
dreamed that his own silver snuffbox had been stolen.
*
As he had promised, Rama Ital accompanied his brother-in-law to Padumunnur the next morning. His fatherin-law, Madappayya, welcomed him and with great pride announced the arrival of his grandson. But Ital had to
wait a little to have a sight of his son as the baby was being bathed. After a bath in warm water, the faircomplexioned child was redder than ever and was crying itself hoarse.
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Ital gazed at his son with undisguised happiness. He thought that it looked more like Satyabhama than himself.
But his mother-in-law was definitely of the opinion that it had his eyes.
Ital had already consulted the stars and cast the child’s horoscope and he thought that it ought to be named
Lakshminarayana and called Laccha. Ital had grown up without anything to love and his love for his boy knew no
bounds. It swelled up like the tide in the sea.
When he returned home to Kodi he told Sarasvati that he would bring back his wife and child the next month.
But Sarasvati was sure that the child and mother should come home only after the rains.
“Dasara would be the best time; they would not allow you to bring them home before that.”
The ensuing months dragged on endlessly for Ital. But it was Dasara at last and Satya and Lakshminarayana
came home to Kodi. Everyone spent the ensuing days speculating whom the child Laccha resembled most. He
was said to resemble apart from his father and mother the most distant relatives—distant uncles, aunts and even
grandfather were named as having given Laccha his features.
A long-awaited son of the house, he was petted and fondled by everybody. The three women of the house
would never allow him to lie on the floor and constantly carried him about. Ital in particular went almost crazy
over him and would not let the wind or sun or rain touch him. He even sported unexpected medical knowledge
which no one knew he possessed. Ital went on his usual rounds whenever he had to but hurried home to his son
earlier than usual. When he had no occasion to go out he sat with Satya and his son prattling happily. He made a
gold waistband for Laccha and often said that it looked fine round him.
Seena who was a constant visitor was impressed by this display of wealth. He would flatter the parents of this
paragon of a child and would be paid with generous helpings of eatables. To his cronies he made fun of the
purohit Rama Ital displaying a gold thread round the waist of the boy when even the richest only put a silver
thread round their sons’ waists. To Ital himself he said it was splendid but warned him that it might be unsafe to
let the boy go about with a gold thread on him when he began to walk.
“Someone might abduct him for the gold of the thread.” But Ital only laughed and said,
“I am not afraid of Kabulis and Kandharis.”\fn{ I.e., of Afghanis in general and Pashtuns in particular:H}
*
Seena Mayya was a constant visitor at Ital’s. He always enquired after Laccha kindly and praised Satyabhama
as often. Then he would go on to talk of his own troubles.
His troubles were always in a series. One morning he was short of a seer of rice; the next morning he needed
two seers of gram; the third day he needed some coconut fronds; and the fourth he wanted some fodder for his
cattle.
Seena had become a friend of Ital’s at the time of his second wedding and whenever he needed anything he
turned to Ital. He would have observed Ital returning home with brinjals and he would come in the evening saying
that he was sick of the usual vegetables and did not know where he could get brinjals.
He chose such times as Parvati and Sarasvati were away in the fields working. Satyabhama was no match for
him and invariably gave him what he wanted. Satyabhama was always repaid with adequate flattery.
In spite of his frequent visits Seena, however, could not fathom the mystery that was Ital. His first impression
was that Ital had a few copper coins in his pocket and that he jingled them for everyone to hear. What could a
purohit like him find by way of money? But he had been surprised by Ital’s lavishness at the time of his wedding
with Satya. He noticed that he had not borrowed any money from anyone for the occasion. He had noticed the
silver snuffbox when the news of the boy’s birth was announced. Then there was the gold thread round the waist
of the boy, though it might have been a gift from the boy’s grandfather, who was rich. He cleverly elicited the
information that the gold thread was bought with Ital’s own money. He summed up to himself,
“This is a clever Brahmin! He must have as much as a thousand rupees laid by.”
This summing up was succeeded by a desire to touch him for a couple of hundred rupees. Once that idea
occurred to Seena he gave up asking for small gifts and waited for a nice opportunity to make a big haul. He
studied the ground well for a number of days arriving every evening after supper at an hour when Ital would be
sitting talking with Satya, the child between them. He would judiciously praise Satya to Ital at every turn—for her
cooking, for her cleverness, for her looks, for the gift of a son, in fact for everything. He often said that even water
acquires a flavor when she touched it. Once when Satya was not with them but was within hearing distance Seena
said,
“You should not ask Satyabhama to work in the fields. The Padumunnur folk are not accustomed to work like
your sister or Parvati.”
Satyabhama heard every word and was pleased. Ital had been debating the point and was loathe that his second
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wife should do work in the fields like his first wife. But he could not forbid her when she herself offered to work.
But often he escaped by saying that one of them should mind the child while the other worked in the field. Parvati
would naturally ask Satya to mind the child and herself go to the field to work. He told Seena that day,
“What do you take me for, Seena? I know how to choose a wife as well as how to treat her.”
But he was conscious that his sister Sarasvati was aware of his partiality, though she had not said anything. But
once Ital had bought saris for each of his wives and Sarasvati had insisted on knowing the cost of each sari and
made a sarcastic comment on it as the sari for Satya had cost twice that of the one he had bought for Parvati.
If Sarasvati did not approve, Seena approved. By this time Seena had broached the topic of the loan. But Ital
was not one to yield readily. He said,
“All debts are bad debts. Taking is easy but to give back is another thing.” But Seena also was not to be easily
put off. He said,
“If you don’t trust me I shall give you a pronote,\fn{ Promissary note:H} and get two people to witness it.”
There was nothing more to be said and Ital gave him the money he asked for as a loan. Seena was to pay three
per cent on it.
When he took the loan Seena had listed many things he needed. But he put the money to a totally different use.
He tiled his house with the money.
*
Till then the village [of] Kodi had no tiled house. Seena’s was the first tiled house. It was generally thought
that the storms would snatch off the tiles and so all the houses were thatched. To rival Ital, Seena too thought of
taking a second wife and outbidding the grandness of the occasion. But Seena’s wife was not a passive, simple
woman like Parvati and she would not allow him a second marriage. Then he had thought of the distinction of
having a tiled roof over his head. The walls of the house were of mud but the doors and pillars were made of
jackwood. And he topped the house with Mangalore tiles in style instead of country tiles.
Ital did not know to what use Seena had put the loan he had taken from him. It was only two months later
when he visited Seena’s house on the occasion of Seena’s first son’s sacred thread ceremony that he found out.
Parvati and Sarasvati had been sent earlier to Seena’s house and Ital marched with a present in his hand for
Seena’s boy, accompanied by his young second wife and son. The tiled house with the impressive new carved
jackwood doorway stunned him when he caught sight of it for the first time. When Satya said that the house did
look pretty he said,
“It is not difficult to tile your house and have a painted new doorway if you have a fool to lend you money.”
Entering the house he made as if he had not noticed anything new, but took careful note of the twisted crocodiles,
the parrots and the central lotus on the doorway.
Sarasvati and Parvati were working in the kitchen with the women of the house but Satyabhama sat with the
guests. Everyone assembled praised her for her pretty boy. Ital offered to help Seena if he had any work for him
but Seena breezily said there was no work.
“There are only fifty guests and all the work is taken care of.” Everyone present praised Seena for his house—
the tiles and the new wooden doorway and pillars.
“Seena is a clever fellow. How well he manages!” said some. And some remembered how well he had
managed Ital’s wedding with Satya.
“Seena is a personality—no less.” Someone remembered that at the wedding at Padumunnur they had been
given tender coconut water instead of plain water.
“If anybody else had led the party it would have been plain water only. But as soon as they saw Seena enter the
pandal, the Padumunnur host ordered that three hundred coconuts be brought, Our Seena commands more respect
than a man who pays a revenue of a thousand rupees to the government.”
“Witness the change he has made in his house—tiled it and all. He has done it without taking a loan from
anybody.”
Ital heard it all but kept silent, When someone asked him his opinion, he deftly changed the subject.
On the way home Rama Ital was thoughtful. He could not take second place in Kodi. He must build a house
with two stories. Later, Ital remarked to someone casually that he would not have lent the money to Seena if he
had known that he was going to spend it on tiles for his house and a new doorway.
“I thought he needed it for buying seeds.”
This was duly reported, with some additions, of course, to Seena who retorted at once saying that “the pauper
Brahmin was envious of his tiled house. All vaidiks are envious people.” On hearing this remark, Seena Ital told
Satyabhama:
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“I lent him the money and now he says I envy him—what a snake that fellow is! As if I cannot build a house
which will make his house look like a cattle shed.”
Sarasvati was within hearing and heard for the first time of the loan her brother had made to Seena. Sarasvati
pumped the information about the loan from Satya and said to Parvati so that her brother might hear,
“Parvati; I am Ital’s sister and you are his first wife. He would not take us into confidence. But he has listened
to Satya’s advice and lent money to Seena. That fellow knew well what he was doing when he praised Satya’s
cooking.”
*
The misunderstanding between the erstwhile friends grew with every passing day. They almost ceased to talk
to each other. Ital went about hinting that Seena’s grandeur was achieved with borrowed money, Seena retorted by
saying that Ital was so miserly that he was not above starving his wife and child.
Not having taken a pronote, Ital was anxious about the recovery of the money. He decided he would be firm
and insist that the money be paid back in a short while.
Meanwhile trouble was brewing in his own house. Parvati, having no child of her own, grew more and more
fond of Laccha. But what led to trouble was that Laccha grew daily more fond of her and could not be separated
from her.
Laccha was now a toddler. He was a winsome child. Every time she saw him Parvati remembered that this was
the life that was destined to give her Ganga water at the moment of her death and usher her into heaven with
ceremonial oblations though he was not born of her womb.
The boy soon outgrew crawling within the house and took to wandering out. His mother was a stay-at-home;
his stepmother, auntie as he called her, was always in the fields, in the cowshed, in the garden, on the river-bank
and wherever she had work to do; the boy loved the beach as Parvati herself did. The boy constantly went out
with his auntie and if he was not allowed to go, he cried himself hoarse. This at first suited Satyabhama too, for
she did not want to be bothered by him in her kitchen chores.
Parvati constantly carried him about on her hip or held his tiny fingers while he toddled along and showed him
the cows, the crows, and the cocks. Laccha lowed with the cows, cawed with the crows and chased the cocks and
dogs. A great love and tenderness grew up between him and his auntie. Laccha fed at her hands, allowed no one
else to rock him to sleep and when he was not sleepy, had her tell him stories.
But soon Satya began to be jealous of the love that Parvati inspired in her son. Generally she became irritable
when Parvati spoke to her but soon she began to mutter in the hearing of others that she had borne a child so that
he might be a son to his “auntie”. If Parvati gave him a piece of jaggery, Satya would snatch it out of the child’s
hand saying that he was always being given sweets and that it would make him ill. Parvati saved up such
delicacies and titbits for giving to the boy as came her way but Satya forbade him eating them, for such
indiscriminate eating of things of odd hours would make him fall sick. When the boy was taken out of the house
by Parvati the mother said he would fall ill of exposure to rain or sun as the case might be.
One early winter morning, before dawn, Sarasvati and Parvati went to the fields to pull the horsegram that was
ready for harvesting. Laccha had been sleeping when they set out, but at sunrise, having woken up, he did not see
his auntie and without being noticed by his mother escaped into the fields yet wet with dew. It was some time
before he was noticed by Parvati and carried home.
The exposure was enough to make him catch a cold in the afternoon. And when the fever which accompanied
the cold showed no signs of abating for three days, Satya began venting her anger on Parvati saying that she had
exposed the child and brought on the cold and the temperature.
The child was whimpering for auntie all the while and Parvati was forced to attend on him, whatever the
mumblings of the mother were. Ital was away from home and he arrived at the end of the third day. Satya met him
with tears flowing down her cheeks. He found the child with fever and was alarmed. Satya aggravated it by
saying,
“Who cares whether my child lives or dies.”
Ital ran into the inner room where Laccha lay sleeping in a sweat, the fever having broken Parvati and
Sarasvati were sitting on either side of him.
“The fever has broken,” said Sarasvati to her brother and felt his chest to see whether he had a temperature.
The boy woke up and whimpered,
“Papa.” Ital asked them to change his clothes, he himself took bath and with ceremonial purity took the by in
his lap in the puja room and repeated the Gayatri one hundred and eight times and then chanted some mantras
over the sacred ashes and gave a pinch of it for the boy to put on his tongue.

93

The boy was sleepy and Ital called Satya to take him back to put him in his cradle. But Satya was busy in the
kitchen, straining the boiled rice free of water, and as she could not come Parvati ran up to take the child and put it
in the cradle. Ital was cross and said,
“I called Satya. Are you Satya?”
Parvati felt as if a whip had been laid across her back. Sobs welled up in her and she tried to forget her sorrow
in milking the cows but she could hardly hold the vessel in her hands, she was so shaken with sobs. She did not
want to take food, but Sarasvati, who was not aware of what had happened, forced her to eat and then asked her
what was the matter:
“You do not seem to be yourself.” Parvati could not contain herself and told her the story:
“It seems I am the demoness Potanai. I am the cause of Laccha’s fever.”
“Who said so? Satya?”
“Not Satya alone, but he also believes it.”
Satyabhama came up while Parvati was talking to Sarasvati, caught the tail end of the talk and complained that
night to Ital when they two were alone. But at that moment the child cried out for his auntie. Everyone heard him.
Satya ran up and asked Laccha what he wanted. He wanted to sleep in the lap of his auntie. And as Laccha was
wholly inconsolable otherwise she had to request Parvati to take him in her lap and rock him to sleep. Satya
remarked to Ital that she brought forth a child but others brought him up. Ital’s patience was worn and he said,
“Why do you make a mountain out of a small thing? It is only a small child’s fancy. If you begin to quarrel
among yourselves over such trifles you will drive me mad between you.”
Ital was quite willing to decide in favour of his younger wife but he was terribly afraid of his sister. Sarasvati
would not put up with it if he scolded or beat Parvati for no fault of hers.
But before the night was out the fever abated and in three or four days Laccha was as frisky as ever. Laccha
would lisp along with Parvati all her prayers and would ape her in all things she did. But the coolness which had
sprung up between Parvati and Satyabhama continued to grow. The more Laccha loved his auntie the more his
mother hated her.
*
Winter came and went; then summer too passed and Laccha was three years old. The car festival\fn{ Then time
when a huge decorated chariot with idols of the local deities installed is hauled through the streets in a pulsating parade:W/H } at
Koteswar drew near after the rains.
Every year just before the car festival Ital would buy new clothes for his family members. The idea was that
they should wear new clothes when they went to the car festival. Satyabhama had never been to see the car
festival and she was all agog to see it; it was a grand occasion for an outing. She might have to carry the child all
the way but, undaunted, she expressed her desire to go. And her word was law to Ital.
Ital bought two dhotis and two big towels for himself; he bought a sober red sari for his sister Sarasvati, two
white-bordered Palghat saris for Parvati and two bright: bordered dhotis for Laccha. Then only did he tackle the
problem of saris for his favorite wife, Satya. After inspecting all the saris in the shop, he discarded Palghat saris
as too cheap and silk saris as too costly and finally bought a bead-bordered Kumarapalayam sari for Satya.
Wearing the new saris, Parvati, Sarasvati and Satya carrying by turns young Laccha on their hips, went to the
car festival. A mutual friend, a lady, glanced at the saris of Parvati and Satyabhama and whispered in Parvati’s
ears,
“Why only a cheap Pal ghat sari for you and for her a costly Kumarapalayam sari?” The question rankled in
her mind but Parvati replied,
“What does it matter what one wears so long as it is new?”
Her husband’s favoritism had not worried her particularly but when others took note of it she was sorry. When
they returned home Parvati told Sarasvati, who had returned earlier to attend the household chores, all that
happened, including the query of the friend about the difference between the saris.
Even at Koteswar, Ital had not forgotten the money that was owed to him by Seena Mayya. He had told Seena
that he should positively return the money on that day, the day of the car festival. Seena might say that he had
come with the money and found that they had all gone to the festival—a convenient excuse for postponing
payment.
Early next morning Ital set out in search of Seena, but by a strange coincidence, Seena had also set out to pay
back the money the same morning. They did not meet on the way. Seena’s wife informed Ital that her husband had
gone to his house. His son had sent him money from Bangalore and Seena had been thinking constantly of the
debt he had to clear and had set out for Ital’s house as soon as he could lay hands on the money due. Ital hurried
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back not even waiting far Seena’s wife to finish what she was saying.
Coming back he met Seena half way and Seena promptly paid him the money with interest as he had agreed to.
“I suppose you had grave doubts about my willingness to return your money. Here it is with the interest—I
don’t want you to take a pie less than the amount due to you,” said Seena, pouring out the money into Ital’s hands,
and while Ital was counting the money he walked away.
Ital was busy counting and examining every one of the coins and he did not notice Seena walking away. Ital
wanted to apologize to Seena for having doubted his honesty and having expressed as much to many friends.
Ital went home, added the money to the hoard he kept in a secret hole in the wall, taking care that no one
noticed him while doing it. The location of Ital’s hoard of money was a well-kept secret. Even Satya, the favorite
wife, did not know it. If he sometimes contemplated telling her of it, he had second thoughts about it and
refrained, his natural caution getting the upper hand. He knew that women, even the best of them, could not be
trusted. Sarasvati knew of the date he had given Seena and asked Ital,
“Did you meet Seena? Did he pay you the money? Or did he make excuses?”
“Of course he paid,” said Ital with a smile. “He knows, that crafty Seena, that Rama Ital was not to be played
with. He paid.”
Ital however was feeling guilty about the whole transaction, for he had definitely wronged Seena Mayya.
Therefore he went back to Seena’s house a little later and found Seena plaiting coconut leaves. Seena glanced up
and seeing Ital was disturbed, got up, and asked,
“Was the money short? Or did you find any bad coins in it?”
“No, no,” Ital hastened to assure him. “It was not that.” Ital adopted a placatory tone and continued,
“Don’t be angry with me Seena. I confess that I was a little nasty about the loan you had taken from me. I beg
your forgiveness. Let us forget the incident and let us be friends as before.”
Then they talked a while about village politics, the festival at Koteswar and other things. Ital took leave of him
and left.
For a little while there was peace between the two friends.. They did not become intimate as before but they
were not enemies. But somewhere at the back of Ital’s mind was the carved doorpost and the tile-covered roof; he
felt that Seena had stolen a march over him. True, the village community looked up with reverence to Seena
because of his carved wooden doorway and the tiled roof. This excited the envy of Ital. They thought of Seena as
a man of substance while he, Kodandar Ital’s son, had put by a tidy sum and did not waste his substance—but to
the village folk he was only a vaidik. If only he took it into his mind, could he not build a house with one or two
stories which would put Seena’s house to shame? All that Ital had to do was to put his hand into that secret hole in
the wall and take some money with his fingers and spend it.
*
But other things claimed his attention now. Satyabhama was shortly to become a mother again. It was decided
that she should deliver at her father’s place in Padumunnur. Laccha insisted on staying with his auntie at Kodi—
he knew he was a treasure to his auntie and she would indeed look after him well.
A few months later good news came again from Padumunnur. Satya had given birth to a girl. When Laccha
was told that he had a sister now he replied loud enough for all to hear him that he did not want a sister.
“I have auntie,” he said, setting Parvati’s heart a-flutter. …
1903
265.39 1. The Lady Of The Night 2. This, Our Life!: Two Poems\fn{by Nilima Devi (1903- )} Calcutta, Calcutta
District, West Bengal State, India (F) 1
1
Around me is the silence of the night,
Alone, beside the window I sit;
Through a white window frame
I see a curtain of rich dark velvet,
Patterned by spear-tips of shimmering light—
Stars, that gleam on an ink-dark sky.
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*
Before me stands a vase,
Filled with white-petalled roses,
Half-unfurled, pure and virginal, silver-white.
I sense the presence of something—
Warm and sensuous with fragrance;
She caresses me,
The Lady of the Night.
*
The Lady glides in through the window;
In the soft star-light I discern,
The beauty of her proud dark face.
Unfathomable pools of mystery—her eyes.
Her unbraided curls brush my face
Like the fluttering wings of a frightened moth.
*
In a husky voice she whispers to me,
Of dreams half-forgotten. of delights still untasted,
Of might-have-beens that still might be,
Of fruition, never of frustration.
From the depths of silence,
To me, alone
She whispers,
The Lady of the Night.
2
Imprisoned from the very hour of our birth,
Through the closed windows of our mortal frame,
We gaze at the high walls of outward circumstance,
Bearing, nonetheless, in each the spark of perfection
To be kindled some day into a full flame.
What would we be, were we not what we are?
Were we not thus preoccupied with a continuity
Of our meager lives in our children,
And the perpetual dread of some future dissolution?
*
Individuality? Intellect?
Better, indeed, for the soul to float in timeless, spaceless night
Bathing in the peace of soft, silken, star-powdered dark,
Gathering the while all the dreams that lie scattered in space,
Than to languish in the prison-house day after day,
By the pale, flickering light of our uncertain intellect,
And pine away in the cobwebs of flesh and fiction.
*
The Soul? The Spirit?
Like a caged bird it beats its luminous wings
Against the prison bars of the frame of clot and clay.
Till one unexpected hour releases it from its bondage.
Call you that Death? But, surely not the end;
For, there is no end to life.
*
Drink deep, then, of the cup of life, accepting
The dark as well as the light in this our brief passage on earth:
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Say in full-hearted joy: “I am, I remain.
In every growing manifestation of life, I am;
I sprout with the spring flowers;
I sing the spring-song of the world that is and to be
I dance with the sunlight on the tree-tops;
And moonbeams on the sands of the seashore;
I soar high on the fleecy clouds in the illimitable blue;
I am Life; its beginning and its end. I remain.”
78.201 Saadat\fn{by Yashpal (1903-1976)} Firozpur, Firozpur District, Punjab State, India (M) 3
This has been my sitting-room for six years now. Its red floor is used to all sorts of footmarks, but it retains no
trace of them to remind one of the people who have been in it. Still, just near the door leading into the house, two
paws of a cat are imprinted for ever They will last as long as the floor itself, because they were left there by a cat
when the floor was being laid. Whenever I see these marks, I cannot help thinking of incidents from my early
childhood—that tender age when one acquires impressions that last a whole lifetime—when I hadn’t even joined
a primary school.
My father was an official in the Forests Division. At times he used to take us—that is mother and the children
—along with him on tours.
It was a hilly terrain. Our camps were pitched near a well on the roadside. Cars, trucks, horses, tongas and a
perennial stream of pedestrians—in short, all the things that are associated with the idea of a road, were missing
there. A comparatively broad ribbon of a foot-path wound up hill and down dale. Occasionally pahari men and
women passed in groups. Usually women carried small bundles balanced on their heads; and men carried bundles
on their backs. Another picture of that period, well-preserved in my mind, is that of a man following his two or
three mules, carrying a thick stick on his shoulder, and singing in a high voice, with a hand on his ear, and his face
up-turned. This was all the crowd that the road was accustomed to.
I don’t remember the number of days we lived there. But I had memorized many songs I frequently heard on
the road and at the well. I have forgotten school and college lessons in History and Chemistry, but I can still recite
a few haunting lines from those songs:
Goriye da man lagya Chambe di ghati.
\fn{The belle has fallen in love with the valley of Chamba.}
Kunja jai paiyan nadaun,
Thandhe pani te banke nhon,
Pal bhar bahi lain, ho dayara.
\fn{The kronch birds alight on the Nadaun river;
The dandies bathe in its cool water;
O devar, let us sit here awhile.}

The author, a Punjabi by birth, is one of the well-known writers of Hindi prose and fiction.
And on a slope near the well, the breeze played through thick pines and their needle leaves, in a sound that was
half song, half sigh.
There was a grave beneath one of the trees, and nearby were two huts inhabited by some people they had a pair
of big, bear-like, black dogs and some hens. We—that is my younger sister and I—used to play with the dogs and
the hens. Most of the time we were at the huts.
And of all these memories, the center, the heart, is Saadat. Even after the passage of so much time and after so
many revolutionary changes in my life, her figure is very distinct in my memory. She held her dupatta between
her thumb and forefinger and touched the ground to salaam our mother. In our mother’s presence she always sat
on the bare ground—not like a sophisticated city girl. She sat with her feet outstretched and her knees played
together ceaselessly. Her eyes, blue-gray, and her fine lips, smiled always, setting aglow the peace-gold of her
complexion and accentuating the proud line of a delicately chiseled nose.
She addressed Sita, my younger sister, as Munni. Sita too was very fond of her. Saadat lived with us in our
camp. She talked to mother, and helped her do odd jobs. But first and foremost she was a baby-sitter. She was
there to look after Sita. Once with her, Sita forgot everyone else, even mother.
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After that, during my childhood, I often heard mother telling her friends and acquaintances: “I have seen
beauty but once. Oh, she was a jewel in that rubbish heap.”
There is a saying that a woman is never charmed by another woman’s beauty. But here a woman’s beauty had
charmed another. “I have seen beauty but once,” mother would say. “On the road from Kangra to Nadaun is the
Tomb of Pir Chamola. There, in the family of the caretakers, Saadat was a new bride. No queen ever dreamt of
possessing beauty like hers. One glimpse of her could make one forget both hunger and thirst. And, oh, she was so
sweet-tempered that neither of the children ever wanted to leave her … Yes, even children can recognize beauty;
even they sought her company …”
In my boyhood, stealthily, I often heard my mother say: “Ah, if I could get such a beautiful bride for my son, I
would pick her even off the dust.” And I would smile to hear her.
After that, whenever I read beauty described in stories and poems, or tried to imagine the beauty of Shakuntala
or Zulekha, a clear image of the fair Saadat came to my mind. Whenever my parents talked of my marriage, I
could not help remembering Saadat.
Perhaps they had forgotten all about Saadat, but to me she became more and more real every day. To me
beauty meant Saadat. And at the same time I laughed at myself, because I knew Saadat’s beauty to be a thing of
the past. I knew twenty long years must have snatched away her charms.
With a university degree and a doctorate, I got a job as a lecturer. I earned my living for the first time, and felt
manly, self-confident. Now I, myself, began to think of marriage. I dreamt of a home of my own, of my future
wife, and of our child. And then, I felt transported, eager to meet the future.
Well, that was all inevitable, I thought. It would come about as surely as the seasons return. Meanwhile I
decided to visit a hill station in the summer vacation.
Something in my mind was always dragging me towards the shrine of Beauty, of which Saadaat had been the
only symbol for me, for so many years. But reason mocked at my heart. Would she be the same after twenty
years? Wasn’t it a hopeless quest? Is there a flower that doesn’t wither? What can stay firm and unaltered under
the fatal wheel of time? I knew and understood all this, yet it was there that I knew I would go.
I reached Kangra. There was a road now, leading from Kangra to Nadaun. Buses plied on it. I alighted from the
bus at Ranital. The small lake on the shoulder of the hill, amidst cypress and pine trees, looked familiar, like a
place seen in dreams.
I had no hope of seeing Saadat. But I was eager to see the place which had given me an ideal of beauty, where
I came in contact with beauty unattachedly and for the first time in my life. Moreover I wanted to see the
caretakers of Pir Chamola, who had had Beauty incarnate live among them. The association of the idea of Beauty
with this place and with the person of Saadat, had elevated Beauty in my mind to a place higher than that of a
mother; Beauty, for me, had become something to be worshipped, revered and idolized; it was almost a faith with
me.
I inquired my way up to the Tomb of Pir Chamola. Whispering pines on the mountain slope, red withered
needles of pines strewn on the earth, lush verdure of turf underfoot, and mango groves below in the valley—all
was like a familiar dream come true. The white-washed tomb of Pir Chamola beneath a cluster of pines lay ahead.
The huts of the caretakers stood behind the tomb. Around me, the pines soared much higher than any I
remembered in dreams.
I recognized the well at once. In fact it was a spring of fresh water, flowing down in a clear stream. The green
scrub around the spring was thicker now, and shy violets grew in its shade. I thought, all is just as it was before,
only I am not the same. And nor are the people who lived here once. Saadat will not be here and even if she were,
she would be like the dry and scentless petals of a rose preserved only for the sake of happy memories. Why is
human beauty so transitory?
Below, near the spring, sat an old man, wearing a blue loincloth. He had a small hooka under his armpit, and
nearby were two clay pitchers. Smoking his hooka, he filled a small vessel with water and emptied it into the
pitchers.
I left the footpath to come down to the well. I wanted to speak to the caretaker, but before I could do so, he
himself broke the silence.
I was startled. I could not believe my ears. The next moment the hermit called out again! “Saadat, O Saa-dat!”
The sound echoed from the hills.
Now I will see Saadat, I thought. Saadat too must be like this old man, decayed and worn and tattered. They
will pick up one pitcher each and take it home.
But she is still alive! She—the relic of beauty. The very fact of being able to see her again brought an upsurge
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of emotion, constructing my throat.
“I am coming, father.” In another moment the hills re-echoed the answer.
I raised my eyes in the direction from where the answer had come. I could not see anybody on the mound of
the tomb, but the thrill and youthfulness of the voice were unmistakable. The voice had the springtime sweetness
and the melody of a koel’s song. Is this the voice of Saadat? I asked myself. Is Saadat a goddess of eternal beauty,
like Menaka and Urvashi? Is she an imperishable image of the abstract idea of perfect youth?
Then a damsel came down a footpath from the mound of the tomb, gliding with the effortless grace that is
mountain-bred She was wearing dark-blue, and an empty pitcher was balanced on her head, upside down. I
watched with delight the freedom and lightness of her movements.
The beauty of Saadat was before me, in flesh and blood. Pearly skin, wide blue-gray eyes, a fine-drawn nose
and laughing lips. Exciting breasts, more exciting in the rhythm of her swinging gait. She looked towards me, full
of curiosity, and the probably my eager and ardent stare made her shrink back, and turn away.
She put her pitcher down lightly on the platform around the well. She whispered a few words to the old man.
then, smiling radiantly, she lifted the filled pitcher gently with both her hands. She threw another glance at me,
and started climbing the hill, leaving me trembling with joyous excitement.
I moistened my dry tongue, and salaamed the old caretaker. “I don’t see much water in the spring today,” I
casually remarked. Indeed, the quantity of the water flowing from the spring was very small and a pitcher could
not be plunged in it.
The old man touched his forehead and replied, “Yes, sir. We have to face this shortage almost daily during the
summer.”
Now, I thought it fit to remind him of our acquaintance of twenty years ago. He surveyed me from head to
foot, with his rheumy eyes. “Yes, indeed, Sir,” he said at last. “A Hindu who was an official in the Forests
Division, camped her for about two months, twenty years ago. He was very kind.”
“My mother tells me of one Saadat Bibi, who lived here. She wanted me to salaam her on her behalf,” I tried
to reinforce my failing courage.
“Yes, Sir,” he answered calmly, “She is the mother of this lass. She is very old and infirm now. Neither of us
can carry a pitcher of water up the slope any more; this daughter of ours is a great help to us. She too is named
Saadat.” Fondly he added, “She looks just like her mother did when she was young!”
The young Saadat was gliding down the slope once more. On seeing me talking to her father, she lost her
shyness and came up to the second pitcher. Ah, that lithe young form as it lifted the pitcher! An invisible arrow
pierced my heart, leaving me mute and helpless, overwhelmed by her loveliness.
I went up to the hut with the old man, to see the first Saadat. When he told her who I was, the old woman
caressed me with affection. She asked me numerous questions about my mother and reminisced gaily over my
childhood in that summer of long ago. The new Saadat watched me with wide, curious eyes, bashful when I met
her glance. She offered me figs and strawberries and milk.
She sat opposite me, just as once her mother had sat opposite my mother, like a doe, innocent of fear of the
hunter. Much as I wanted it, my eyes would not rest on her. Perhaps I had no courage to look at her as I longed to.
For all the things that my mother used to wish for in her future daughter-in-law were echoing and re-echoing in
my mind; and a knowledge of the impossibility of it all, of my own helplessness, was freezing my heart.
I had to return to Kangra by the afternoon bus. So I said my farewells and left. I walked back, downcast and
miserable. I had gone there that day with no hope of seeing the beauty I had idolized for so many years. I had
looked on it as a pilgrimage to a shrine. It was the unexpected reality that had disturbed my equilibrium. Beauty
was no more a mere ideal to worship: it was a tangible, living source of heartbreak and longing.
I have not been able to forget Saadat and her beauty, though the passionate longings are long since dead. I
know now that the beauty of a woman is not mortal like her human form. It is something as eternal as truth itself.
234.138 Excerpt from Chitralekha: A Novel\fn{by Bhagwati Charan Verma (1903-1981)} Safipur, Unnao District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 12
1
“Chitralekha!” Beejgupta exclaimed as he put the brimming cup of wine to her lips.
“Do you know of what life’s happiness consists?”
There were brilliant lights in her drooping eyes and her ruddy cheeks were flushed with joy. She took a sip of
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wine, and then her lips quivered as the ardent reply came in a sweet murmur:
“Ecstatic delight.”
It was the dead of night. Hundreds of twinkling lights flood-lit the palace, and at the gate the air was filled with
the nocturnal notes of the veena and the serenade of the clarion. In the palace chamber, festooned with spring
flowers, Samanta Beejgupta was consumed with desire and adoration for the loveliest dancer of Patliputra, and
quite oblivious to the darkness outside. He broke into a laugh. Then, after a pause, he spoke pensively:
“I was wondering what the end of youth may be.”
Chitralekha laughed too, but then her merriment evaporated and her face took on a somber expression.
Sometimes she too had sought an answer to this question, but it was so portentous that she could not dwell upon
it.
“Living death,” she rejoined, watching the man’s handsome features. He started.
“Living death? Impossible! The end of youth is an unknown darkness, and I do not wish to know what lies
hidden in its womb. We remember little of yesterday, and do not care about tomorrow … we’ve—”
“We’ve no past and no future,” smiling, ChitraIekha broke into her lover’s talk, and so completed his sentence.
“We live for the moment.” Beejgupta enfolded her in his arms.
“Beloved,” he said huskily, “you are my ecstasy!”
“And you. my love,” she whispered, “are my passion.”
Chitralekha was not a courtesan, but only a dancing girl. It was strange that the most beautiful and seductive
dancer of Patliputra had not taken to prostitution. Doubtless there were reasons for this apparently curious trait,
and these could be found in her past life.
Chitralekha was a Brahmin widow, bereaved when only in her teens. In her widow-hood the whole course of
her life was regulated by celibacy—but this evidently could not last long.
One day Krishnaditya—young, handsome and attractive—had entered her life, and set at naught the widows
penance. Her dormant youth and vitality had blossomed forth again, and the radiance of renunciation had faded.
In due course the lovers had pledged fidelity, swearing they would never part.
*
And the latter history of this romance was typical of what so often occurs. Chitralekha became pregnant: their
love had at length been exposed to the censure of the world. The parents had severed all relations with the young
couple and cast them out, and Krishnaditya, son of a well-to-do father and Chitralekha had walked out into a hard
and intolerant world.
The forsaken young man could not long endure the humiliation heaped upon him by society. He had preferred
death to dishonor, and so Chitralekha had been left alone and helpless.
After some time she had been given sanctuary in a dancer’s home. A son was born to her, but had died shortly
after his birth. Her voice was melodious, her figure tall and slim, with all the winsomeness of youth. The woman
who had sheltered her taught her music and dancing, and so she had embarked on her career.
Chitralekha’s vivaciousness and considerable beauty took Patliputra by storm: the citizens became the ardent
admirers of this new dancer and flocked to pay her homage. Virile nobles and gallant young men yearned for her
favors, but she paid them no heed. She would come before her audience, dazzle like a flash of lightening, and then
be gone; but even this errant glimpse played havoc with the men, because once they had seen her they longed to
do so over and over again.
One day, while dancing, the woman saw Beejgupta, and her face turned white, as if she had seen a ghost.
Indeed, it seemed to her as if Krishnaditya had descended from heaven. This stranger’s resemblance to her late
husband brought back memories of a past which, though unsavory, had about it a romantic aura. She stopped
abruptly, and for a while, completely oblivious as she was to the men who milled around, her eyes lingered upon
Beejgupta.
Beejgupta was about twenty-five, with a fine countenance. He, too. fascinated by the dancer’s beauty, gazed
upon her, and so their eyes met.
This episode did not pass unnoticed by the onlookers. At once the man who had attracted Chitralekha’s notice
became the focus of many jealous pair of eyes. For a few moments there was a pause, and then a general shaking
of heads and much murmuring.
Hearing the whispers, Chitralekha was angry with herself for her folly, and resumed her dance. At the end of
the performance Beejgupta approached her
“Madam, forgive me,” said he, “if I am insolent. But may I visit you at your home?” She stared at him for a
moment, and then she laughed outright.
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“No, sir, you may not! I come only before the people; the individual has no place in my life.”
The lady’s coldness dealt a death blow his hopes, and unprepared for this treatment he ran a hand through his
hair, anguish creeping over his joyous face.
“The individual is a part of the people,” he countered boldly. “The want of the people is the want of the
individual. Why this discrimination, Madam?”
“Why? I will tell you! What they call the want of the people is in fact the collective pathos of individuals. The
sighs and throes of the weak and infirm can become a formidable force, and so turn to mass-insurrection. But in
spite of this people and their collective emotions need not produce much harm, while even an infinitely small part
of the individual’s sentiment of ego is to be dreaded.”
Beejgupta shrugged his shoulders. This was neither the time nor the place, he felt, for an excursion into the
realm of philosophy.
“So your doors are closed to me,” he muttered.
“For the individual—yes,” was her reply, with the same severity. “But,” she paused, and then her temper
changed, “if the individual is a part of the multitude, perhaps not.”
“Individuality is the basic fact of life,” said he with a scornful laugh, “and it is the individual who makes the
people. When you consider that this very individual is a necessary evil, it’s nothing but self-mortification for him
or her to claim a place amongst the people.”
With this hurried retort the lovelorn, infuriated man strode away. And he left Chitralekha a very troubled
woman.
*
During the days that followed she did not see him amongst her audience. Gradually her indifference, largely
fabricated as it was, melted away, and she remembered him now with tenderness. Daily she searched for him
amongst the men who eyed her so longingly, but alas, there was no trace of him.
Obsessed with the thought of Beejgupta, she could not, however, much she tried, repress her desire to see him;
One day she enquired after the young man through her maid-servant. This girl gave her a most eloquent
description of the influential knight of the Maurya Empire,\fn{ The first successful attempt to unify the Indian sub-continent
under a single government (322-185BC), it was established in the wake of the confusion following the withdrawal of Alexander the Great
from his military conquests in this region. It covered some 5,000,000 square miles at its greatest extent, including also Afghanistan and
most of what is now Bangladesh (though not the Chittagong District, the Assam region, or the southern tip of India, approximately the
southern half of Kerala and Tamil Nadu States). It’s capital was at Patna, then called Pataliputra:H } and finished up:

“There is no more noble or handsome man in Patliputra.” Chitralekha wrote a letter for her maid to deliver to
Beejgupta. It ran, as follows:
After much thought I have come to the conclusion that only one man can come into my life, and that man is
Beejgupta.

On reading this message Beejgupta’s frame quivered with a thrill of delight, for it was undoubtedly a happy
augury for the disconsolate suitor; thenceforth had begun the lovers’ union, but even then Chitralekha was not
promiscuous.
“Ecstasy and passion are inseparable, my sweet,” laughed Beejgupta, as he smiled down into her face. “Oh,
how happy we are!” She smiled back at him, her eyes heavy with content.
While the couple were indulging in this strange, sweet language, the twanging of sitar stopped.
“A thousand pardons, my lord,” said the footman gruffly. “Some guests seek an audience with you. Shall I
bring them in?”
Beejgupta released Chitralekha, who drifted away a short distance. He asked for the guests to be ushered into
that very room, and even as he wondered who could be visiting him at such an hour Mahaprabhu Ratnambar and a
youth named Shvetank were conducted into the cozy palace chamber.
Beejgupta and Chitralekha greeted the elder of the visitors with an obeisance. After surveying the chamber for
a few moments, Ratnambar turned his eyes onto Chitralekha, and spoke gravely:
“I am surprised to see the fair and virtuous dancer in your chamber at this time or night.” Having said this,
Ratnambar sat down, but Shvetank remained on his feet.
“May I know the cause of your visit, illustrious?” Beejgupta enquired courteously, to parry the embarrassing
question. Ratnambar laughed.
“Beejgupta! I shall be frank with you, and I hope you won’t misunderstand me. Today this disciple of mine
asked: ‘What is sin?’ Well, that is an intriguing question, and I confess I cannot answer it. You were my disciple,
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and I haven’t taken guru dakshina. The abode of a brahmachari is not a fit place for searching for sin, which can
only be located in the luxury and pleasures of the world. Your palace, your associates, your mode of living—all
these will help Shvetank in his quest. But he will only understand them when he sees them from close quarters: so
I have brought him to you to be placed in your care as your attendant, and I shall be happy if you will accept
him.”
“Illustrious, you command my service,” said Beejgupta, bowing low in reverence.
“Well, having attended to one of my duties I will now take my leave. Shvetank, remember that Beejgupta is
your master and serve him with loyalty and devotion. Beguile your time in luxury and pleasure, and bravely face
the hazards of life. Good and evil alike will come before you, but never forget this axiom, that the thing or act is
good which is as beneficial to others as it is to yourself. Or at all events is not harmful to them. Beejgupta, I pray
you to forgive this youth faults. He is raw and inexperienced and just making his entrance into a new world.” With
these words Ratnambar left the chamber.
Beejgupta scanned the youth’s countenance.
“From now on, Shvetank you are my attendant.” With a fleeting smile he added, as he pointed towards
Chitralekha.
“Do you know who this is?”
Shvetank’s eyes were dazzled by the woman’s bewitching charm. He answered shyly that he did not know.
“Hear then,” barked Beejgupta. “She is Chitralekha, a dancer of Patliputra, the loveliest creature of the capital
—and my sacred consort. And so she is your mistress.” With that Beejgupta laughed out loud to Shvetank’s
evident bewilderment.
“You may well be puzzled, young man, but I will no longer keep you in suspense. In the beginning the
atmosphere here may not be akin to your temperament, but by and by, we shall understand each other and then
you will begin to adjust yourself to your new environment. Well, pass this to your mistress.”
Beejgupta placed a cup of fragrant wine in Shvetank’s hands. The boy presented it to Chitralekha, and as he
did so his fingers brushed her hand. At the contact his whole frame shook. Chitralekha looked into his face.
“Young man! Congratulations on your first appearance in this wonderful world!” At this moment the sentinel
announced the hour for retirement.
“Will you sleep here?” Beejgupta asked Chitralekha as she got up and walked towards the door.
“No,” she answered. “I would prefer to go home. But perhaps … not alone.” She was none too steady on her
feet after drinking so much wine.
The chambermaid entered the room. Beejgupta also rose, and after a moment’s reflection he spoke to
Shvetank:
“The chariot is at the door. Go with your mistress to her home. By the time you return, your room will be
ready.”
Shvetank and Chitralekha departed, and having bidden the maid to arrange for Shvetank’s accommodation,
Beejgupta lay down and was soon fast asleep.
2
Kumargiri was a yogi.
Yogi? Yes, for he had renounced the world. Why? To achieve the world that he saw in unearthly visions, and
entertaining the fond hope that this same world would be the home of ideal and apostolic happiness, he despised
human society, with its ignoble strife, and had woven round him the fabric of a yogi’s dream fragments. In order
to achieve eternal peace he had sought sanctuary in the ethereal edifice of his dreamland, away from the sinister
world and far from its madding crowd. Forbearance and self-discipline—his belief resided in these two cardinal
principles, and through them he attained mastery over his senses and desires.
Yogi Kumargiri had faculties, but he believed in hoarding them, like a miser, rather than using them. In
solitude he could concentrate and contemplate, and perform the mystic practices of yoga. He had undergone the
pangs of penance, but had remained untouched by their agony. His whole body had burnt, of course, but the
inflammation had been allayed by a feeling of divine beatitude. He had repressed the passions, considering these
to be the genesis of human sins and follies.
Yogi Kumargiri was happy and contented: the suppression of desires did not lead to mental havoc in his case.
Though he suffered himself to be a recluse in a world throbbing with intense and ceaseless activity, the seeming
inertness of his life was a subtle activity of mind and spirit, shrouded in the thick cloak of knowledge and
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enlightenment.
Happiness is abstraction, an eternal contentment. In the absence of any desire, contentment may not have so
much significance, but in this state, at the same time, one does not feel a load on one’s heart. For unique bliss may
reside in ignorance from the pangs of pathos. It is easy to enter the world of the imagination with a heart devoid of
emotional regret.
Yogi Kumargiri dwelt in the cradle of oblivion. Self-oblivion and supreme faith in the eternal reality of
subjective imagination—these, have a strange fascination, a charming myth. There was an abstract desire, and
also an abstract fulfillment. Thus he lived nurtured in the happiness caused by these two imaginings. And thus,
too, he was a yogi.
Madhupal, Yogi Kumargiri’s disciple, knew of his master’s prowess, and was astounded by it.
“Dev,” said he, “what is the aim of self-discipline?” Kumargiri straightened up as he replied,
“Contentment, and happiness through contentment.”
“Dev, what is the tempo of the Universe?”
“Apparently it is evolution, while the image that is represented in the mind’s eve is an eternal depth, an
immense void. Void and evolution—you will be astonished by the queer relation between them. How can these
two be one, you may ask? But that very stage where a man no longer discriminates between void and evolution,
but sees unity in their obvious diversity, is the last rung of knowledge.
“What is the Universe? A void and evolution is its tempo. Evolution is a hypothesis and hypothesis itself is a
void—I hope you follow now,” Kumargiri added, darting a look at his disciple.
Madhupal was still not satisfied, as his wrinkled brow bore witness.
“Dev, I do not follow you when you say that the Universe is a void. How can a thing be void which is visible
to the eye?” Kumargiri smiled at the naïvete of this question.
“It is here that one feels the necessity of yoga,” he answered. “When the yogi closes his eyes, nothing stretches
before him but a gigantic void. In this very infinite nothingness, care and pleasure, hope and pain, romance and
penance, divinity and illusion, maya and Brahma—all mingle and vanish. He rambles and roams in this luminous
void, and caught in the snare of its spell he remains immersed in it. During the brief span of his illusory life, while
journeying from here to eternity, he contrives through yoga to mingle in that being to whom he owes his
existence. He is gradually journeying towards freedom, which he achieves by uniting ultimately with the void
manifest with Brahma. In this manner the yogi frees his external soul from the captivity of his mortal coils.”
*
Madhupal was full of admiration for this discourse. Even as he prostrated himself at his master’s feet,
Ratnambar, accompanied by Vishaldev, entered the hermit’s abode. Kumargiri rose to welcome his guest, and they
hugged each other. Then he offered Ratnambar a seat and asked him the purpose of his visit.
“I am here,” came the quiet reply, “to place my disciple under you.”
“Acharya, you offer me a high place of which I am quite unworthy.”
“Do not be so modest, Yogi Kumargiri—you are indeed great. You have risen high above the world while I am
still in it, Where a riddle cannot be solved by mere logic, you can solve it through your experience and deep
insight, and that is why I have come to you. With your guidance the deepest mysteries can be unfolded. With this
in view I want to make Vishaldev your disciple, and I beg you not to refuse my request.”
Kumargiri looked at Vishaldev.
“Son. what problem of life do you require me to solve?” he enquired,
“Gurudev, I want to know what is sin.” The yogi’s laugh we melodious.
“You would like a definition of sin, would you?” he said. “But sin can best be known only through experience,
and that not in my company, for sin avoids the realm of self-discipline and sheer austerity. Even so, as it is
Acharya’s particular wish, I shall be only too glad to have you as my disciple. But before making you such I shall
acquaint you with righteousness, and then you will easily recognize sin.”
Ratnambar was smiling at these words.
“Your proposition is reasonable, Yogi Kumargiri,” he said, “and there should be no objection.”
“Then, sir, your request is acceptable to me.” Ratnambar got up. “Now will I take your leave. You may be
surprised to learn, but I myself do not know fully what is sin, in spite of lifelong study and experience. I have
committed my disciples in the ward of capable persons, so I shall do tapasya. This is a sort of experiment, the
object being to discover whether I shall succeed in knowing anything, through the medium of meditation and
oblation, which is not divulged by experience and study.”
Saying this, he left the hermitage, and Kumargiri motioned Vishaldev to sit down.
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“Son, now you are my disciple. I have a few questions to ask you. Firstly, do you know what is passion?”
“Dev, it is a synonym for desire.”
“Precisely! But do you realize the part played by passion in man’s life?” Kumargiri paused, but no reply came.
“Perhaps not,” he resumed, “and that I shall tell you today. Passion is sin, the only way by which life is
corrupted and the soul of man eroded. Under the impulse of passions man breaks God’s commandments, and
swayed by carnal desires he even forgets his Creator. A sudden gust of passion brings him down to the dust, and
day by day, he becomes dried up in the very fiber of his moral being. Thus, by slow degrees, he chokes the inner
self, and one day he reaches a deadness for which there is no cure. That is why passion is to be dreaded and
abjured.
“If man can conquer his desires, he may rise to Truth, Bliss and Beauty. These three eternal attributes are
attainable only by those who have cleansed their consciences of passion. But when man is its slave, the
attachment of ego is stronger, and with an attached outlook, these attributes cannot be attained.
“The first act you will perform as my disciple, Vishaldev, is to purify your soul by abjuring passion. This is a
penance, but causes no agony. The suppression of desire is not proper, so the best thing is not to let it be born in
you at all. Once a desire is born, it assumes a ferocious shape. So it shall be your duty, once and for all, to
annihilate all desire: to permit neither desire nor visions of objects of desire.
“But there are visions that cannot die. Dream, then, these truer dreams and imbibe newer knowledge to unfold
the truth by which the souls of men are swayed. Do you think you can do this?”
“I will try, my master,” Vishaldev replied. “But whether I succeed or fail rests with God. You have pointed out
an easy path, but there are some scruples there, which I would like to see removed.
“Is not the killing of passion contrary to our natural instincts? Man is born to dare, and act in the living present.
At this time, voluntary inertia is bound to be an infraction of divine dictates. Gurudev, I am still skeptical, as you
see. When you have removed my misgivings, I shall adopt the way shown by you.”
Kumargiri nodded as if he had expected to hear these words. He said,
“Clearly you have been under another teacher’s influence. Having removed that influence I shall proceed to
ally your scruples—but not today. One may expect to find doubts in a disciple whose teacher was himself a
skeptic. But Acharya Ratnambar’s thinking has a tinge of atheism, has it not? I am a believer in God. Before you
learn anything from me, you will have to accept two truths: firstly, the existence of Brahma, and secondly, that
duty comes first and foremost in life.”
“Gurudev. I do believe in these two eternal truths,” said Vishaldev. Kumargiri rose.
“Then you can depend on me. I shall ordain you, and by showing you the path of salvation, acquaint you with
sin.”
3
Shvetank was a Brahmachari; his sphere was study with the aim of seeking knowledge. At this time he was
five-and-twenty, and had gone through many philosophical treatises as well as the holy scriptures. He also
possessed romances which vividly depicted the mute longings in the hearts of men and women and tales
concerned with the full springtide of love. But scarce did he know what to read; nor was he conscious of the
instincts and passions of youth.
In Beejgupta’s household Shvetank and nartaki Chitralekha came in to contact with each other. Beejgupta had
thought it amusing to introduce them, but on reflection he was a little bewildered. Brahmachari and nartaki—
what a strange coincidence, he mused. and laughed up his sleeve.
But what was mere amusement to Beejgupta had. in fact. brought the full flood-tide of a new life for Shvetank.
Secret desires were coursing his veins and a long-pent up stream of passion was threatening to overflow like a
cataract. Each night he had to accompany Chitralekha to her house, and at this hour she was usually intoxicated.
The madness of her riotous eyes invariably sent a shiver down his spine. Woman and wine—they were like a
raging fire and he a moth encircling it, fascinated by the weird spell cast by its blazing fury and ultimately to be
consumed by its flame. Whenever Shvetank saw Chitralekha and met those dark, luminous eyes, his whole body
would quiver with an inner tumult of ecstatic joy, and his very spirit would flutter like a lark.
In Beejgupta’s household Shvetank was treated like his younger brother, considered by the servants as next in
rank to their master. Every comfort and luxury was placed at his disposal; he was befriended by the influential
persons of the capital, and hobnobbed with princes and nobles. From a gloomy darkness Shvetank had quite
suddenly emerged into the light, and at first he himself had been a little taken aback by his present situation.
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But gradually he began to reconcile himself to this abrupt change. He felt that he was now in. a world pulsating
with intense vivacity, where vice and virtue intermingled, where a myriad passions clung and clustered around
him.
That day Beejgupta had gone out upon an urgent errand, and he still had not returned at dusk. At the usual time
Chitralekha’s chariot drew up at the palace entrance. Shvetank received her in Beejgupta’s chamber, and when
they were both seated she said quietly:
“Where is your master?”
Shvetank compressed his lips, stung by this question. Had it been framed by any other woman he would either
have rebuffed her or ignored the words. He felt trivial and inferior, and recalled Beejgupta’s words:
“Chitralekha is your mistress.”
“Madam, he has gone out on some important work; but he is due back any time now.”
“Shvetank, I feel thirsty.”
The young man rose at once to comply with Chitralekha’s command. For himself he brought cold water in a
golden cup, but only as a formality. When she saw the bowl of water, Chitralekha smiled.
“Shvetank, what a boy you are!” she exclaimed. He did not understand this witty remark from a remarkable
woman, and it was ruefully that he asked:
“Have I offended you, madam?” Chitralekha threw back her head and laughed.
“Shvetank, you do not follow me! Thirst is not a thing to be quenched. Fire is in no need of water, it requires
oil to excite it into a fury of flame! Life is a continual thirst, an undying desire. With its satisfaction, life is ended.
No, I do not require water. Bring me wine!”
Shvetank laughed too, although secretly he was amazed by this reply. To him the discourse appeared so
horrible, yet so logical.
“Madam, it appears I shall have to become the disciple of the loveliest woman of Patliputra.”
And so saying, he poured out liquor from the gold-tinted decanter and presented the claret-cup to her. After
taking a sip of wine, Chitralekha placed the cup before him. She was reclining on a fringed cushion, which
swelled up on either side of her. The garment over her head had fallen a little, displaying her raven tresses,
trimmed with pearls, and Shvetank decided that he had never before seen such a perfect example of womanhood.
The charm of vernal blossoms nestled about her dainty red cheeks, and her sensuous lips were strewn with the
petals of a smile. She did not speak for some moments, and he too was silent, as captivated by her silence as he
would have been by her speech.
“What, Shvetank?” she ejaculated at length. “I have offered you a cup of wine, but you do not put it to your
mouth! I have a question to ask you—and I would like a truthful answer.” Shvetank bowed his head.
“You have led the life of a brahmachari, and the commandments of your guru must include abstention from
wine. Tell me why.”
“Madam, self-discipline is an important aspect of life,” he replied with equanimity, “and wine and selfdiscipline are hostile to each other.”
“What is the aim of self-discipline?”
“Happiness and peace.” Chitralekha put the claret-cup to her mouth, her eyes growing misty with intoxication.
“And … the aim of life?” she murmured.
“The aim of life?” he echoed. “Why, to be sure—happiness and peace!”
“No, my boy, you are mistaken!” Chitralekha lifted her sedentary form as she continued:
“Happiness is satisfaction and contentment is stagnation. But life is a ceaseless activity, an insatiable desire.
Life is commotion, it is change and evolution, and so there can be no room for peace and happiness. Do not fool
any more, blessed boy—drink this wine!”
With that she put the wine glass to Shvetank’s mouth. His first impulse was to reject the offer; but the laughing
eyes of Chitralekha held him enthralled: he could neither resist her nor himself, and so down his throat went the
whole glassful. At this very moment the voice of Beejgupta came from behind, trembling with laughter:
“Brahmachari, today nartaki has ordained you! I congratulate Chitralekha on this glorious feat.” His eyes were
twinkling with mischief.
With Beejgupta’s merriment, Shvetank realized his folly. He looked from Chitralekha to Beejgupta, who, still
laughing, walked out of the room to change his clothes. When he had gone, Shvetank rounded on Chitralekha.
“Madam, today you have trampled upon the flower of my life-long penance! Why have you kindled unknown
passions in me? My life was calm before you entered it like a furious tempest—and for what?” he almost hissed,
catching her hand in a strong grip. Chitralekha still laughed.
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“You are a foolish lad,” she retorted. “What you call penance is simply the torture of your soul. All I have done
is to show you that passion is an inseparable part of life. You blame me for kindling its flame in your heart. Well, I
advise you to take a realistic view—then you will see that I have merely acquainted you with a reality of life,
albeit a rather grim one.” At once she became serious, and released her hand from his.
“Shvetank, remember this: there can be nothing between us. Whatever my other associations may be, I love
only one man in the world, and that man is Beejgupta. Now you may go.”
He stood petrified for some moments. his face deathly pale; then. with a curt, “Very well, madam,” shuffled
across the room without lifting his eyes from the floor. Chitralekha was not unmindful of the brahmachari’s
plight.
“Shvetank!” she called out to him. “Stay a moment.” He wheeled round sharply.
“What more have you to say, Madam? Have I not had enough reward for my weakness? You are my mistress,
as also my life’s … No—no, please forgive me,” he added with irony, “you are only my mistress, the dispenser of
my destiny! Command me, madam—command,” and the anguish that had crept into his eyes softened into tears.
At this, Chitralekha’s heart brimmed over with a sudden rush of emotion.
“Poor child,” she thought. And aloud:
“Shvetank. I have treated you badly, and I apologize. You are to me just like a brother. and your sorrow pains
me. If. unconsciously I have insulted you. I am deeply sorry.” These words dissolved the young man’s sadness,
and the agony in his heart melted away like snow in sunshine.
“Madam. I had erred,” he rejoined, “and I deserve to be punished for this. But instead, you have been most
gracious to me. I was being dragged down by a moment’s madness. I can’t express my gratitude. It is I who
should beg your pardon!” Having spoken, he slunk out of the room, leaving Chitralekha quite bewildered.
Unwittingly, with her voluptuous charms, she had made a prey of this innocent boy.
Shvetank went straight to Beejgupta and fell at his feet. Writhing with mental agony as he was, he could only
mutter:
“Punish me, my lord, punish me!”
“Why, Shvetank?” exclaimed Beejgupta, surprised by this unexpected behavior. “Get up and tell me what’s
amiss.”
“I have betrayed you, my lord,” came the reply in a dramatic tone. “I have committed the crime of loving the
woman who loves you and whom you love, and who is also my mistress.”
“Ah, I see,” said Beejgupta, laughing inwardly. “How do you know that this woman loves me?”
“She herself has told me so.”
“Has she indeed?”
The wine had done its work on Shvetank; his body felt charged with new energy.
“Today,” he announced, “I have drunk wine from her hand. An infatuation had seized me from which it seemed
I could not escape. How was I to refuse an offer of wine from the woman I love?” Beejgupta assumed a most
serious expression.
“Shvetank, what would you have done,” he asked, “if that woman had told you she did not love me, and had
then offered herself to you?”
The young man pondered for a few seconds. Then he said:
“Perhaps, my lord, I wouldn’t have come here at all to ask your forgiveness, but would have committed the sin
of betraying your confidence.” Beejgupta put a fond hand on his shoulder.
“No need to apologize to me,” he countered. “Nobody would have done otherwise in the situation in which
you were placed. Whatever you did was proper, and whatever you would have done would also have been proper.
It would not have been your fault, but the force of circumstances. You did commit an offence, but by confessing to
the person intended to be wronged, you have washed away the stain of your guilt. You spoke the truth to me, and
it was the only right course for you.
“As for your so-called treachery to me, and your self-condemnation, you forget that you have only recently
entered the world, and so are inexperienced. You will be tested often during the years that lie ahead, and at all
times you will have to keep in view the sense of duty and right and wrong. You will be harassed by furious
desires, but must triumph over them—and it is here that your mettle will be tested. This world is the place for
triumphs and defeats, not some solitary asylum in a no-man’s land.” Shvetank was weeping.
“My lord,” he replied between his sobs. “I shall do as you bid, but I must have my traitor’s sentence at your
hands.”
“Foolish boy,” said Beejgupta softly, his hand lingering on Shvetank’s head in an exquisite caress. “You have
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not offended, so why should you be punished? Offence is done in action, to which thought is only a means. Even
so, if you do want punishment, I will give you one. As an act of reparation, you shall continue to accompany
Chitralekha to her palace as usual. Now, get along, and woe betide you if you disobey!”
4
In Kumargiri, Vishaldev saw a great man, by whose deeds, wisdom and magnanimity he was completely
overwhelmed. Kumargiri’s logic was irrefutable and in no time he was able to remove Vishaldev’s doubts and
scruples. Under Kumargiri’s guidance Vishaldev had started the practice of yoga, and Kumargiri found in him a
worthy disciple.
That day Kumargiri was instructing Vishaldev on the importance of worship. The day was done, the sun had
set, and a faint light flickered in the hermitage. All of a sudden sounds of footsteps came to their ears; there was a
momentary silence. and a voice spoke:
“We are travelers and have lost our way. May we get shelter here?”
“Welcome, strangers, welcome,” replied Kumargiri. “My hermitage offers hospitality to every weary traveler.”
A woman and a man entered the hermitage. At the sight of a woman, Kumargiri shrugged his shoulders,
gestured nervously with his hands and cast up his eyes with an unpleasant expression.
“O guest,” said he, “why didn’t you tell me that you have a female companion? This is the hermitage of a yogi
who has renounced the world.”
“Illustrious. I am aware of that,” replied the man, “but I had not thought an almighty yogi like yourself would
be loathe to give shelter to a woman for just one night, particularly a woman who has a man with her.” By this
time, she had seated herself and [was] looking towards the flame.
“Guest. I am averse to a woman staying in my hermitage,” said Kumargiri, “because woman is darkness; she is
illusion and passion, and therefore has no place in the luminous world of knowledge. But the two of you are my
guests, nevertheless, and it is my duty to offer you my hospitality.”
Up to now, the woman had been listening with surprise and bewilderment. Now, she exclaimed,
“Hail, O light-crazy moth, all hail from darkness!” And she bowed her head with fierce grace.
This sardonic sentence, the natural outcome of the libel to her sex, was as piercing as an arrow. Kumargiri,
taken aback by her extraordinary salutation, looked more attentively at her. Misogynist though he was, he was
astonished to observe her arrogant charm: he had never before seen a lovelier woman. Deeming it unfit to reply to
her, he addressed the man:
“May I have the honor of being introduced to my guests?”
“By all means, sir,” came the courteous reply. “I am Beejgupta, a Knight of the Empire, and this is Chitralekha.
the fairest dancer of Patliputra.”
“Beejgupta and Chitralekha!” This time Kumargiri turned towards Chitralekha.
“The bitterness of your poetic grace is veiled by your glamour, your beauty hides the venom in you. But you
are my guest and have paid my homage. It is my duty to bless you. I can only pray God to give you wisdom.”
Chitralekha’s laughter was both resonant and fascinating.
“Yogi, definitions of wisdom vary,” proclaimed this audacious woman. “The pleasure of romance lies in the
pain of penance. Everybody lays down his own tenets and follows them. He thinks only himself to be on the right
path, and others, taking a different course, to be going astray.”
Nartaki, the handmaiden of romance, defied yogi, the lord of penance. Revolution confronted peace; life:
challenged salvation.
“But truth is one,” Kumargiri replied, “and it is eternal knowledge. The only path which is right is that which
leads to eternal peace and happiness.” His voice was firm and sober, and radiance, the result of a life of grim
austerity, shone on his handsome features. His large eyes met those of Chitralekha for a moment, and passion
shuddered before the sublime embodiment of penance. She did realize that the yogi who sat before her was no
mediocre one.
“Peace and happiness!” she echoed. “Peace is a misnomer for imbecility, and as for happiness, it has more than
one definition! Your so-called happiness through superconsciousness is a myth. However far you may go,
mounted on that mental chariot of yours, it is the same ocean of world, joy and woe.”
Kumargiri was amazed to hear this discourse, perverted, yet told so beautifully. He beheld in her a formidable
adversary. The woman with whom he talked had, he perceived, wisdom as well as charm and youth. Imagination
was hers, and a touch of genius. Only genius can compete with genius and in the domain of knowledge only
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versatility is crowned with success.
“You rightly say that peace is a synonym for inactivity,” Kumargiri resumed, “and only in unactivity does
salvation reside.\fn{So the text, “in-” and “un”activity. It could be a typographical error, but I have great respect for my relative
ignorance in matters philosophical:H } But what the whole world terms a state of inactivity is not so in fact, for in that
situation the superconscious mind is working constantly. Inactivity implies mingling with the void whence arose
creation and that where it returns. And that very void is the cherished destination of life. Just now you spoke about
the definition of happiness, and I agree with you. But happiness is one, and there can be no two beliefs. When
man is endowed with this very blissful happiness, he rises high above the vulgarity and commonness of this worka-day world.”
Chitralekha saw the feasibility of this viewpoint and felt herself being spontaneously attracted towards this
dynamic man. Once again, she challenged him:
“Void, who cares or believes in your void? Whatever is before you is the only truth and reality. Void is an
imagined thing. Oh, you may talk about its magnificence, but do you find any difference between you and me? If
so, then you don’t believe in void, and if not, then an your grandiose phrases about the distinction between
knowledge and ignorance, pleasure and pain, man and woman, virtue and vice, are a myth. Man’s course of action
is predestined, and he cannot escape the law of nature and the forces that are constantly at work. He is born to act
in the living world, not to flee from every moment of crisis and danger. And happiness—that is another name for
satisfaction. Satisfaction is there where there is desire and craving.”
The spectators of this war of words displayed quite different emotions. Beejgupta was gladdened by his
protégé’s masterly discourse of his own principles, while Vishaldev was amazed by the knowledge of a mere
dancing girl. Both were impatient to hear Kumargiri’s reply.
“God!” said Kumargiri, assuming a sophisticated manner. “The distinction between God and man is man’s own
creation, the product of his ego. Ego is nothing but the association of maya and Brahma, and maya, though itself a
part of Brahma, is externally distinct from it. So long as Brahma remains entangled with maya, it is in human
bondage; only when it forsakes this world of illusion and its sense-objects does its innate divinity manifest itself.
On the face of it there is no difference between us, because you are as much a fragment of Brahma as I am. But
there is a subtle difference—you are Brahma dominated by maya, while I have ridden myself of it. That is why I
strive to keep myself away from this deceptive world, lest I should succumb to its lust and retard my progress
towards the Divine Being.
“You are mistaken in your idea that happiness is satisfaction. If the satisfying of one’s desires were the whole
object of life, and the only means of achieving contentment, you might call it happiness. But let me tell you that
by acting under the impulse of desires and in pursuit of sense-objects, one cannot attain perfection, nor happiness,
nor the goal Supreme. The soul in bondage is an estranged being, but when freed, it achieves its supreme form.
Happiness is only attainable in leaving this sorrowful world.” Kumargiri paused for some moments, and then,
before anyone could speak, he continued:
“There is no end to arguments. Truth is known through experience, and the realm of knowledge can never be
reached without the aid of experience and faith. And it is only through knowledge, which makes order of chaos,
that the apparently inanimate, inactive forces of the universe reach godhead, and become accessible to the Being
who shines in supreme glory like the sun beyond all darkness.” Kumargiri stood up.
“It is getting late,” said he. “We had better sleep now.”
Chitralekha was not satisfied by his answer, and he sensed this. But his personality had made a deep
impression upon her. The yogi saw knowledge in the nartaki; she saw charm in him. Here, indeed, was a
paradox.!!! Neither was satisfied with the other’s ideology, but was certainly impressed by it. And each knew
attraction: the hermit, that of knowledge; the dancer, that of beauty, grim though the visage might be.
What Beejgupta saw, he could not explain to himself. The talk between Kumargiri and Chitralekha had made
him restless, but why, and what sort of uneasiness this was, he could not guess. He had an inkling of Chitralekha’s
attraction towards Kumargiri, though he would not accept it.
“My disciple, Vishaldev, will sleep in my hermitage tonight,” said Kumargiri. “His hut is at your disposal.”
Beejgupta and Chitralekha rose to go. Before departing, Chitralekha said,
“Yogi, I must tell you frankly that the notion of penance is a mistaken one. The essence of penance is the
destruction of one’s own soul.”
The yogi, overwhelmed with vexation at this finishing touch of venom, poured out from a vision of beauty and
laughter and tender youth, was about to speak, but Chitralekha made her way to the door with Beejgupta.
“Pray accept a dancer’s homage unto your blessed feet,” was her parting remark.
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After her departure Kumargiri laughed. Chitralekha’s farewell sentence had again given him food for an
afterthought.
“You are right,” he said. “Penance kills one’s soul, and the union of Brahma and maya is called soul. When the
soul dies, maya loses its hold, and there remains the Supreme Being.”
He was silent for a while. Then:
“Nartaki. would that you had experience and been in a different situation! Then you could have understood
this mystery. You have knowledge, but alas—you lack a worthy guide! I feel sorry for you.”
Vishaldev left the couple at his place and then returned to Kumargiri’s hermitage. Before going to bed
Beejgupta called out to Chitralekha.
“Yes, darling?” she prompted him. He sighed
“My heart is heavy, Chitralekha, as if clouds of sorrow are hovering over our lives. Kumargiri is a yogi … and
perhaps he is attractive, too.”
Chitralekha paled, but only for a moment; then she regained her poise and spoke with feigned indifference:
“Darling, how could you? Yogi Kumargiri is a fool, and doing a fool’s errand! He has no life force in him: he
dwells in a barren land while we two live in this world of action. Kumargiri always dreams of mingling with the
void, that monstrous fiction of his mind; we live in the warm mansion of this delightful world, brimming with all
our dreams of love and youth, and the thought of their fulfillment. Do you think I am a greater fool than him? No
earthly thing can come between us, darling!”
Beejgupta’s face radiated with joy. Chitralekha had deceived him, but she could not deceive herself.
“Certainly,” she mused, “that Kumargiri is a handsome fellow.”
5
In the palace auditorium, where the perfume of incense burnt in the mahayajna still lingered in the nostrils,
were assembled the courtiers and guests of Emperor Chandragupta Maurya.\fn{ The first of the Maurya emperors (340298BC, reigned from 320} The Emperor himself was ensconsed on a golden throne studded with diamonds. On his
right were seated the high and mighty of the Empire—the great nobles in order of rank and seniority—and on the
left the officials of government. Savants and saints of great wisdom and virtue sat in front of the Emperor. This
conference had been convened to discuss philosophy, as was customary, after the mahayajna.
“O wise Minister,” said the Emperor to Chanakya, “some of your political ideas ignore theology and the Holy
Scriptures. What is the reason for this? Do you not agree that politics should be governed by religion?”
Chanakya rose and smiled and bowed to the intellectual giants of the time. Then he turned towards the
Emperor and again bowed low.
“Far be it from me to contradict your Majesty,” he said. “I admit that some of the principles of my political
philosophy go against established religious dogma—for I believe that religion is created by society. Learned
friends, you will be surprised at this brazen statement, as the general conviction is that religion is a divine
institution, and hence religion is the genesis not only of politics but of all human concepts and laws of the
Universe. But, in my opinion, this is not so.
“On the contrary, I believe it is religion that has evolved out of politics. Politics consists of those systems,
traditions and laws which have evolved with the flux of time, or which a society sets for its own preservation and
progress. And the basis of political philosophy is reason and logic, while that of religion is faith, uncompromising
and absolute, as it is doubtless advantageous to society to make a man abide by social laws by urging upon him
the need for blind faith and stern religious belief. However, such circumstances may also arise when the welfare
of society can only be achieved by going against religion; its form is gradually changed in consequence, often
beyond recognition.”
The assemblage remained silent. The minister’s words, bold as they might be, were quite rational. Even so, his
viewpoint brazenly contradicted the ancient dogmas appealing to reason if not palatable to cherished sentiments.
Proudly, the Emperor glanced from face to face.
“Who will answer this question?” was the thought in every mind. From amongst the scholarly assemblage
came the voice of one youthful yogi:
“O King, God is the creator of man, and man is the creator of society. Religion is the medium by which the gap
between God and man may be bridged, and negation of religion is the negation of God and the refutation of truth.
Truth is one, and religion is this very truth. If politics violates theological doctrines, which are the commandments
of the Supreme Being, it is not logic then, but illogic. How are we to distinguish between right and wrong, justice
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and injustice? Religion is the only touchstone, and religion pervades the whole Universe.
The aged Chanakya saw this youthful yogi like a giant stalking on an all-devouring quest, views a pigmy who
happens to step into his path.
“Oh, yogi,” he exclaimed, “you talk very glibly about your religion, but do you know who has given birth it?”
“God, through the Indwelling Spirit of man.”
“And who created God?”
The people were horrified by this question.
“Who created God?” A murmur of outraged voices spread through the assemblage. But again there came
silence as Kumargiri answered in a firm tone,
“God is infinite!”
“Yogi, you are right. I concede this belief, as it is not a new one. But do you know God? Does anybody present
here know Him? No, for God is beyond all comprehension. He is truth, but so glorious a phenomenon as human
eyes are not accustomed to see. However much you may endeavor to find the eternal truth, it is all in vain. If all
you are in a position to know Him and accommodate the Creator of this mighty stupendous Universe in your tiny
imagination, then how can He be God? But, yogi, the God whom you and I worship is different from this God.
Ours is a supposed God, a phantasm. manipulated by society for its own ends.”
Again Chanakya paused and glanced around, and the onlookers sat very still, eager and expectant. He rose
from his seat and again looked upon the throng, his head tilted to one side. His eyes glowed with arrogance and
self-confidence, and a sparkling challenge. After waiting for some time, he picked up the last threads of his
speech:
“I was saying that the God whom we worship is an imaginary creation of society. As there are various forms of
social organization, so there are many forms of god.
“Now comes the question of the Indwelling Spirit, and here, too, the existing belief may be questioned. The
Indwelling Spirit, which is the inner consciousness of man, is created not by God but by human society. Were it
otherwise, the inner consciousness of individuals, and people of different societies, would not differ.
“You say God is one. If in reality He had ordained religious doctrines, the same laws would govern all
individuals. But this is not the case. The inner consciousness of a man and a particular society’s conception of
morality differ from place to place, and have differed from age to age. Only such things as society has outlawed
are considered by the inner self of a man to be improper and impious. Hence I saw that his inner consciousness is
conceived by society: that it is the artifice of a particular culture. The inner morality yields to environment and the
surrounding social forces rather than to divine intuition or revelation. Man’s blind faith and devotion to the laws
of society, and his belief in certain values, influenced by external factors, go to make his inner consciousness,
which has no existence beyond society.”
Chanakya resumed his seat and the scholars bowed in homage to this grand old philosopher and ruthless
politician.
Kumargiri’s head was sunk upon his breast; his eyes were closed and he seemed hardly to breathe. He was
evidently plunged in thought, but the consensus of opinion was that he did not have the competence to refute
Chanakya’s logic.
Smiling blandly, Emperor Chandragupta nodded to the lord-in-attendance, who rose and announced the
Emperor’s wish that this war of words should be prorogued and the dance commenced. It was the cue for the
silence to be broken, and the vast concourse of nobles rocked and swayed in anticipation.
The next moment Chitralekha entered the theatre, her ornaments jingle-jangling, and as she approached, the
ominous calm that lingered yet in the wake of the gloomy theological harangues changed into an atmosphere of
gaiety and delight, as if a single golden sunbeam had appeared to indicate the passing of a storm.
She looked lovelier than ever tonight, as she paid obeisance to the Emperor from a central place in the
auditorium. Her shimmering jet-black tresses hung about her sweet face—shimmering, jet-black—and the pearl
braids that adorned them seemed like a host of militant stars, arrayed in battle order to grapple with the aggressor.
Little or nothing was concealed by her diaphanous dupatta, and the magnificence of her breasts was accentuated
by a close-fitting silk bodice, ablaze with jewels. In her scintillating gold-starred skirt, and laden as she was with
ornaments, she looked the very incarnation of a goddess.
Having paid homage to the Emperor, Chitralekha glanced smilingly over the barons, who were murmuring
amongst themselves. Then her wandering eyes came to rest on Beejgupta, and the smile in her eyes descended
also to her mouth. He smiled too, and she bowed her head before the scholars.
Whilst spinning round, she saw Kumargiri and paused to gaze down at him in the hope that he might see her in
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turn. But that pensive yogi occupied another world, and biting her lip she swung round and stood poised for
action.
A rich, sweet melody broke forth, and abruptly Chitralekha became mobile and flitted on to the marble stage,
her lithe and supple limbs whirling sinuously in flawless pace and rhythm. The sonorous music of the mridanga
rumbled in the air like majestic thunder, and the audience sat as if in a trance, enchanted by this superb display of
art and poise, lightness and speed, beauty and grace.
Suddenly Kumargiri opened his eyes, which were bright with an unearthly radiance. He got up and spoke
solemnly:
“Mantri Chanakya! I know God, and to satisfy you and the assembly I can show Him here and now!”
Some of those present heard this proclamation, others did not. The latter were mostly young lords, engrossed
in the dance of Chitralekha. The former protested angrily:
“Ask that yogi to sit down! Why can’t he be quiet?”
Chitralekha herself had not heard the yogi, being completely absorbed in her performance. In every step there
was a unique charm and subtle finesse. Emperor Chandragupta and Chanakya gave each other meaningful looks.
Yogi Kumargiri was eager to say something more—something grandiose, almost incredible! A gesticulation from
the king led Chanakya to rise.
“Hearken, my lords and learned friends! Yogi Kumargiri claims that he knows God and can presently show
Him to you. His Majesty had graciously given his consent for the postponement of the dance performance.”
Chitralekha stopped at once and shot Chanakya a furious glance, and Kumargiri an even more angry one. Then
she retired to a corner.
“Yogi Kumargiri,” Chanakya said loudly, “we are all ready to see God.”
Kumargiri left his seat and walked to the centre of the theatre. For some moments he closed his eyes, then he
said,
“Nobles and learned friends, look here.”
From the yajyan vedi where Kumargiri stood emerged a streak of fire which began to curl upward. The light of
the flame was more resplendent than the summer sun at midday. On reaching the roof, the flame pierced it and
swirled up towards the sky. Gradually the thin streak of flame began to swell and swell and shine more brightly,
until it became so luminous and blazing that people could not tolerate its light, which blurred their vision. It
looked like a world on fire, but strangely enough there was no warmth in the flame, only a dazzling brilliance.
“What you behold here,” said Kumargiri, “is truth.”
“That is a lie, yogi,” Chanakya exclaimed. “I don’t see anything there!”
This time it was towards Chanakya that people looked with surprise. Could not the aged minister see the light
of truth? Kumargiri made no reply to the skeptic. Instead he addressed the onlookers again:
“And … see!”
This time the glare of the fire diminished, but the object assumed a massive stature. In that empyreal colossus
the audience saw a myriad [of] beings who emerged from one side and vanished into the void on the other. In this
fire they saw the rise and fall of cities, and all the elements of the universe. The blaze of effulgent light revealed
intense life, vibrant and resonant, as well as a thousand shades of death, grim and black. Gradually all this
disappeared, the visions melted away, fold after fold of objects, both living and lifeless, departed, and the
empyreal phenomenon alone remained in all its glory.
“And this is God,” said yogi Kumargiri.
“No, no, you lie,” shrieked Chanakya. “There is nothing to be seen!”
Kumargiri closed his eyes, and the strange spectacle embodying divinity disappeared from the people’s sight.
Opening his eyes once more, he said,
“Mantri, now it has been proved that you are the liar. The onlookers will testify to my statement. Let the
learned friends here present answer you.”
“Mantri, you are lying,” cried the audience. “We have witnessed both Truth and God.” Discomfited, Chanakya
looked at Chandragupta, who nodded wryly.
“Mantri, I too have seen Truth and God.”
“For the first time in my life,” said Chanakya mournfully, “my eyes have deceived me. Yogi, I confess I am
beaten and you are the victor.”
And with that he resumed his seat. About to leave Kumargiri heard Chitralekha calling out:
“Yogi, my mind is full of mistrust. Will you remove my doubts?”
All heads turned towards Chitralekha, and their curiosity, not yet satisfied after this bizarre situation, increased
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a thousandfold. Kumargiri had perforce to stop. Stepping forward, Chitralekha said,
“Yogi, I too did not see what you showed to the assembly. The people assembled here can call Chanakya a liar,
but not I. I ask you in the name of Truth and God—have you also seen the manifestations of Truth and God that
you showed to the whole assembly?” He met her gaze squarely and saw the distrust in her eyes, the triumphant,
self-confident sparkle. Suddenly he said,
“No.”
The people were astounded at this development. Chanakya stood up, overwhelmed with joy, but this did not
distract Chitralekha’s attention.
“Yogi,” she said tersely, “is it not true that by conjuring the people with your will power, you have shown them
the embodiments of Truth and God that were simply the creation of your imagination? Don’t take refuge in
falsehood. I am asking you this question in the name of Truth and God—and remember, you are a yogi!” After
some hurried reflection, Kumargiri said,
“Yes … you are right.” The people were stunned by this disclosure.
“'One, more question I shall ask you,” Chitralekha resumed. “Is it also not true that those who possessed a will
stronger than yours remained immune to the illusion and fiction of Truth and God you presented?”
Kumargiri realized his situation. For the first time since the woman had intervened, he tried to exert himself. to
tear himself from the bonds by which he was held.
“Only those who believe in God have soul force.” he said calmly. at length. “The atheists do not possess any
will power. If imagination is intact in a person, he is always receptive of divinity. But when imagination has been
choked and strangled by the mask of atheism it is well-nigh impossible for man to know God. Those who cannot
see Truth and God, their imagination have died. They are atheists, and atheists have never been heard of
possessing spiritual force.”
The Emperor and Chanakya exchanged glances; then Chanakya stepped forward and placed a crown on
Chitralekha’s head in token of her victory.
“Nartaki Chitralekha,” said he, “the triumph is yours today. You have shown to us that form of truth which
Kumargiri had tried to hide behind the garb of fictitious things through the sinister machinations of his so-called
spiritual force.” Then, turning towards Kumargiri, he went on sternly:
“Yogi, your behavior is preposterous. You told a quaint lie and have subjected me to scandal and infamy by
your feints and wiles. You should be punished—and Nartaki Chitralekha shall have the right to punish you.”
Kumargiri stood up, his eyes blazing with anger.
“None shall defeat me,” he rapped, or dare to punish me!”
The whole assembly shuddered at this exhibition of fury, but with a laugh Chitralekha gave a signal to the
musicians and then advanced towards the yogi like some exotic bird sure of its prey. Soon she and Kumargiri were
standing face to face, taking stock of each other.
“Yogi, your vaunt is in vain. I have the royal warrant to punish you, and I shall not fail. See how I execute it!”
With a fearless mien, and a faint ironical smile hovering about her lips, she placed her own laurel of victory on
Kumargiri’s head. At that moment the sarangi broke into a rhapsody and the nimble Chitralekha swung into a
dance with the speed of lightning. And as her movements gathered momentum with the rising tempo, and she
danced with utter abandon, the crowd rose to its feet, shouting with ecstasy.
Kumargiri stood aghast. When Chitralekha was at a distance, however, he recovered from the shock.
“Punishment and defeat!” he murmured, his nostrils dilated with anger. “I shall have to think them over.”
And with that, he walked out. …
84.149, 71.115 & 250.39 1. Excerpt from Inner Recesses, Outer Spaces: “Kamala” 2. Excerpt from Japan:
“Blossoms, Light, And Music” 3. The Status Of Women In India\fn{by Shrimati Kamaladevi Chattopadhyay (19031988)} Mangalore, Dakshina Kannada District, Karnataka State, India (F) 11
1
… The birth of freedom on this elevated day did not bring India any such ennobling benediction. On the
contrary, the country was shaken by a volcanic eruption.
All Delhi seemed ablaze, taking up ghostly memories of bygone invaders who pillaged and looted this
beautiful city. Fires raged right and left as bloodless hands ripped what they could lay hands on. Streets were
strewn with loot. Women cried, children screamed. We rushed where we thought succor could be given. Pandit
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Nehru was often seen dashing into these turmoils, which provided the greatest moral boost. The very sight of him
against the flames, with us following, brought out even some of the timid, the wary, the doubters, the unbelievers
(some of who may have been with the evil-doers in spirit). I think it was Pandit Nehru’s most elevated moment, as
also the darkest, when he saw the concept of secularism in tatters, its rising edifice in flames. He fought with
desperation. None of us wanted this to be a rearguard action, rather an onward leap through this very baptism.
Alas, the evil is still with us. Not just a shattered dream, but a haunting ghost.
Secularism was one of the concepts we wanted to wear more as a jewel on our chest with conscious pride
rather than practice as an article of faith. We flaunted it rather than practiced it. No wonder it came to mean so
many different things to different people. But that did not worry us—to each his own. We were rather puffed up
with pride, even though religious rituals kept intruding into so many of our national functions. We played down
the fact that what are called communal conflicts were on the increase. In short, there is hardly a time now when
we are free from them.
I wonder how many can really define a true secular state as a concept of a passionate adherence to the ideal of
freedom of thought, conscience, to profess and practice the faith of one’s choice or even choose not to practice
any faith; that the state as such would not identify itself with or be controlled by any particular faith or its laws be
dictated by the fundamentalism of a particular religion. When we characterized this new state, when it was formed
as secular, we presupposed not an atheist or anti-religious State but one consisting of people who believed in and
accepted the spiritual dimension of each personality, who could rise above his or her own narrow emotional orbit
to integrate into a multi-dimensional harmonious fellow-feeling.
As I watched this unbelievable turmoil descend on us at this long-fought-for hour of liberation, a spark ignited
in the darkness. Why not make something worthwhile emerge out of this agony? I decided to apply myself to the
rehabilitation of some these uprooted families, though the very thought weighed heavily at the sheer magnitude of
this colossal task.
To me the appropriate answer lay along the cooperative path. To these families torn away from their age-old
homes who now faced the challenge of remaking new homes, modeling new vocations, all in unfamiliar settings,
equipping themselves to meet unaccustomed challenges, in such a context, cooperation to me was the mechanism.
The resources, equipment, experimentations could all be shared therefore with less hazard in their struggle, and
convert despair into hope and on to achievement.
But for this an organization was called for. I drew up a blueprint for a cooperative body that could plan,
generate action and coordinate functions. I was at loss whom to consult, whose aid to seek. Under this frightful
emergency all concentration was on immediate relief. Long-term plans seemed unreal. My thoughts flew to
Gandhiji. So I took the blueprint to him. He was one person I was confident would take it seriously. And he did,
even as he glanced over it. I explained I had already initiated a few preliminary tests. I had visited some of the
refugees and several of them were ready to form cooperatives if they got the land, they assured me. I would get
the organizing body registered as the “Indian Cooperative Union.” Would he in the meantime secure land for
them? He kept my draft with him to enlist supporters.
I was soon called by him. He greeted me with a broad smile. I saw his old alert self again. He had liked the
project, felt it should work. In his enthusiasm he had commended it to Pandit Nehru. But the latter however
characterized it as utopian, one of those impractical new-fangled plans the socialists would think up—and with
this crisp comment summarily dismissed it. Gandhiji did not seem too concerned; then he proceeded:
“I shall help and identify myself with the venture. But on one condition. You and the cooperative farmers rely
on your own earnest labor, and not lean on the administration. For as you know the first principle of cooperation
is self-reliance.”
I readily concurred, but reminded him that we would have to get some land, for all evacuee land was in
government possession. Thinking for a while he said he would approach Govind Ballabh Pant, as there were sure
to be evacuee farms in UP\fn{Uttar Pradesh.} bordering on Delhi.
“You go ahead with your promotional body,” he ended on a most optimistic tone.
That was Gandhiji. In this dark hour of his agony, caught in the cruelest turmoil of his life, he had time to spare
for an ordinary worker, a novice, found time to study my fumbling project paper, tried to help me. Tears trembled
in my eyes.
The framework of the Cooperative Union was unacceptable to the Delhi State Cooperative Department as it
had been set up independently. An independent cooperative body was an anachronism and a deadly challenge to
its established authority. The usual procedure was for it to sponsor a cooperative, appoint its office-bearers, give
loans, draw up its budget, in short, run it departmentally. Gandhiji heaved a heavy sigh when I reported this to
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him. Then he continued in a low, sad tone:
“I am glad you thought of trying to help rebuild torn lives. Because of the decisions we made, thousands of
poor innocent people have to bear hardships. I myself feel it wrong to live in this palatial building. Bhangi
Colony, which was my chosen abode, is chockfull of refugees. I am troubled by the thought of families with
children out in the cold.”
There was great agony on his face, his eyes, his voice. I never realized then how much of the responsibility for
this he took upon himself, that he had erred somewhere down the line for this to happen.
I went to very few of those memorable prayer meetings of his. They were truly fantastic, drawing all sorts of
people like a magnet, some hardly aware why they went. At one of these I got a hint in his discourse when he
confessed he must have made a mistake somewhere and the mistake must be now having its effect.
I hesitated to visit Gandhiji frequently. Apart from the communal upheavals all over the country, there were
internal political conflicts too, and I was hesitant to add to his burden, When I finally went one day I was shocked
by the change in him. He looked physically weaker and mentally disturbed. He was being besieged all the time by
crowds in distress. There were also piles of letters, papers. I heard him say firmly he must read every single letter,
and every letter must be carefully answered. The heavy air however was occasionally crackled and lightened by
his unfailing witticism, mostly jokes against himself.
He finally called me to his side.
“Why have you not come for such a long time? I have spoken to Pantji and also to some private individuals.
Keep your end ready.” I explained:
“I hesitated to come often as you are very busy.”
He cut me short.
“I am never too busy to see those who wish to see me. The trouble with you perhaps is you cannot forget you
are Kamaladevi, extra sensitive. Look at all the crowd here, they come when they want to.”
I was shaken out of myself. Yes, I was too self-conscious. These people were maybe simple. As I was
ruminating, he broke in on my thoughts:
“You make amends for the past. Come when you feel you want to, just do that.”
I was so emotionally moved, I leaned forward and touched his hands as I moved away, a thing I had never
done before.
The next time was never to be, for the very next evening he was gone. As I stood beside his body that fateful
evening, I could not believe he was dead. I touched those very same hands I had said farewell to, for I felt I was
alone in a vast empty void, with nothing I could hold onto, nothing I could look up to.
I had no stomach to watch the funeral. Minoo Masani was taking Jayaprakash who had just arrived to watch
the last journey and he persuaded me to join them. As I do not listen into radio news, I was not prepared for the
sight that met me.
Gandhiji’s body being taken on a gun-carriage on its last journey—to me an unbelievable sight! It was with
some effort that I could control myself. Jayaprakash and I looked at each other in painful silence. To me this was
adding insult to injury. What slaves we had become to completely alien, irrelevant impacts, adopting ways and
manners inimical to what the occasion demanded, outraging our finer fibers.
He died even as he had lived, adhering to his principles, no matter what the cost. He entertained an innate
respect for every individual whose dignity he must violate. To uphold that principle he had ultimately laid down
his life.
What a different world we live in now. The public today is universally suspect. The more important a public
function the more ferocious the display of weapons—security as it is called. Our innate sensitivity has by now
been corroded to complete bluntness. Even the invitation, no matter how imposing its appearance, will contain
stern warnings of the various don’ts to be observed …
2
… It has become quite the fashion, especially in Western circles, to speak of the Japanese women as oppressed
and exploited, and as objects of pity. It is even more amusing to read in modern Japanese propaganda books a
description of the Japanese woman of today, which sounds more like wishful thinking on the part of these male
writers when they describe her as subdued, delicate and very domesticated, content to walk behind the man with
the baby strapped to her back, while he strides ahead in all his masculine glory, for one sees rather a different
picture of her in the Japan of today!
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In no Oriental country, and certainly not in all countries of the West, do the women enjoy the opportunities and
facilities that the women of modern Japan do. It seems like a land of women. One sees them everywhere—in
offices, shops, restaurants, hotels; as bus, tram and train conductors—as police and auxiliary in the army; on the
screen and on the stage, and in every type of entertainment—in industries and all types of professions (except the
diplomatic and higher political). Not a mere handful scattered here and there as in India, but in remarkably large
numbers. Nearly 30 per cent are in professions. Out of 5 million hands in factories, 2 million are women. They
dabble in business enterprises too, provision being made to train them for the same through special colors. I found
a whole chain of the largest beauty saloons in the country run by a most charming woman who insisted on my
accepting her hospitality in the shape of a beauty massage!
The present education in the country actually makes the growing women tough, hardy, self-reliant and
adventurous, although their education code says that it aims at the development of “womanly virtues” and
“national morality.” They are taken out like boys on all manner of odd jobs in the fields, in the workshops, on the
roadside. It is a familiar sight to see them jumping in and out of transports, buxom, uniformed figures with the
rucksack tied to the back and caught in front with a strap. It is even more breath-taking to see them pearl diving,
performing ju-jit-su—and even more amazing—wrestling and fencing. Gymnasiums, play grounds, summer
camps are provided for their physical development.
Japan’s sudden and electric change from a completely isolated, ruralized country to a highly industrialized
State, has meant violent changes in the outer expressions of the life of the entire nation, including the women.
Moreover, her expansionist policy, compelling her to remain on a war footing through many decades with a
limited population (though unusually large for the little island), has meant the absorption of a very high
percentage of manpower, leaving very vital gaps to be necessarily filled by women.
I wonder if any country in the world is so dependent for its everyday routine on the support of women as
Japan? Were the women to withdraw completely into their domestic shell—as perhaps the men wish were
possible—the entire national machinery would undoubtedly collapse.
Yet the picture is not as simple as all that. We have already seen how the old feudal spirit is sought to be
retained, in spite of the vast material changes. The man is still the head of the family, all the other members being
subordinate to him irrespective of their sex. The family has struggled to retain itself as an integrated unit through
these upheavals. Its background of social sentiment is still powerful.
Socially, therefore, woman is not considered on an equal par with man. She is denied all civic and political
rights. The doors of some of the bigger universities are still closed to her. The man does not always share his
social life with his women-folk. One is surprised to see how small is the sprinkling of women in a social gathering
or a meeting.
Yet women are no more mere ignorant, helpless dependents leaning on the male prop. They are all educated,
thanks to the compulsory education scheme. Japan was the first Oriental country to have a university for women.
Often, they are trained for professions and are becoming increasingly earning members. True, they don’t always
enjoy the fruits of their labor independently as Western women do, as their earnings are often made over to the
head of the family. How far this weighs on them as a hardship, their social outlook being what it is, is hard to
gauge. Outsiders, especially Westerners speak, for instance, with derision of the dormitory system for factory
girls, entirely ignoring the local social conditions which probably makes this an attractive arrangement for most of
them who have been closely knit elements in the family pattern, giving them a sense of extension of the home.
We, thus see a picture in which every attempt is made by reactionary forces to keep the women socially
inferior while circumstances are compelling those very elements to break down the walls and to push them into
every field of activity. Like in all aspects of social life, this contradiction is glaring. The Japanese woman like the
Japanese man has shown herself strongly tied in her sentiments to that old world tradition, exhibiting little
element of revolt. After all, the women’s revolt can only be part of a general social revolt. In the days when the
social forces were rising, the women did band themselves together to assert and gain their rights. But with the
abating of that wave the feminine ripple seems to have faded out also. Although, I tried to probe the ex-suffragist
leaders, I found it no easy task to get a correct idea of their reaction to the present state of affairs. When their
reserve and silence did wear down I was conscious of a dissatisfaction beneath the stereotyped mannerism and
habitual serenity. This was particularly true of some of the younger women, especially the foreign-educated. But
my contacts were few and limited. It would be dangerous to generalize.
One thing was obvious, they had, one and all, developed the habit of subordinating to authority. The Emperor,
the State, the Family. Today Japan’s supreme need of the hour, her present mission, in plainer words, the war of
expansions, comes first with them. This is neither surprising nor unusual. One has witnessed these trends in
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suffragist movements in other countries, particularly in England during 1914 war, where the movement was more
militant and widely organized.
The Japanese women leaders assured me that the present period is not a setback for the movement, that it has
its points. They pointed to their daily widening opportunities and the growing dependence of the State on them.
They were being increasingly associated in national conciliations and schemes, far more so than in the past.
“We shall have become so strongly entrenched it won’t be possible to dislodge us easily,” they said in assured
tones.
“But it has happened with others, why not you?” I challenged skeptically.
“Then we will fight,” came the answer after hours of hedging round and about. “We won’t give up our places.
But we are confident that it will not come to that.”
That confidence, time and history alone can justify. My skepticism still remains knowing the masculine love of
power and its ways.
History, however, tells us that the position of women in Japan was socially on a par with men until the coming
of feudalism, which has been mostly the case in all countries. Matriarchy once prevailed in Japan and the fact that
the Emperor claims his account from the Sun Goddess is a proof of it.
What is so amazing, however, is the way the Japanese women with their pronouncedly feudal background have
adopted themselves in so short as a period of time to a very modern Japan and its heavy exactions. They have
shown initiative and skill in slipping so successfully into new roles and performing new functions. Unlike our
women, those who go into professions and jobs, have not only adopted Western clothes but even the quick,
efficient Western methods and mannerisms. They are far more alive, alert and intelligent than the men-folk of
Japan, and decidedly more pleasing, for they combine their brisk ways with a rare charm and grace.
The traditional training every woman is given, aims at teaching her how to please, a definite feudal trait. But
formalism that sits so rigidly on men, sits delicately on women. One aspect of this training is the meticulous care
they take of their appearance. A woman should always look her best. Even in these days of “severities” much
attention is paid to hair, skin, nails, etc. This explains the wide patronage given to beauty salons which are looked
upon as necessities rather than as luxuries. There seemed as big a run on them as on the theaters!
Every little detail in Japanese life is traditionally fixed like a ritual: how to arrange a room, how to enter it with
which foot first, how to sit, how to speak, how to hand out and handle things, etc. Etiquette is spelt in very large
imposing capitals. These found their highest expression in the tea-ceremony and the flower arrangements.
Entertaining of guests is elaborate. The scroll or picture on the wall must be selected to suit the guest, so also the
flowers in the vase. I had practically strayed into Japan unplanned, unpremeditated. I was bewildered by the
deluge of letters (in Japanese) that flooded me, on an average 100 a day. They were literally Greek to me. Finally,
I sought the aid of a young Japanese man to set up a regular office. Patiently we plodded through them, mostly
messages, greetings, invitations from every nook and corner, all evoked by the announcement of my arrival in the
Press. They were excessively polite and some times contained quaint sentiments that were revealing like:
“We hope you will become the Queen of India when India becomes free.”
In Japan everyone seems to read the daily paper and listen in to the radio. The leading newspapers have a
circulation approximating 7 millions! I never could miss the radio news. The woman who attended on me was
always sure to transmit the items to me everyday regularly, with particular care to pick up any reference to India.
With the artists of Japan I found a natural abode. They were like a window in the putrefied atmosphere, at last
revealing the azure heavens, the dreamy clouds, the enchantment and fascination of this land of the cherry
blossoms, its exquisite artistry, the fineness of its aesthetic sense, its worship of art—the finer spirit of Japan
which is covered over today as by a pall of suppression and militarism. In this atmosphere alone all barriers
vanished. Here was warmth and friendliness without formalism.
Artists hold a very honored place in Japan. I cherish as one of my rarest memories a social given by some of
the leading artists, especially women, when the musicians sang, the dancers danced, the actors did short pieces,
the writers read from their writings, and as a memento gave me an exquisite fan with their autographs and a few
lovely lyrics specially composed for the occasion inscribed on it! The genius of Japanese culture consists in
achieving the richest effect with the minimum of detail.
Limitation of space is no doubt mainly responsible for this. A single vase of flowers, yet its arrangement has
behind it centuries of trial and experience; a single picture or scroll, yet it must express, with perfection, the mood
of the occasion; a tiny garden that carries the fulfillment of a large lay-out. Miniature plants are another aspect of
the same, all expressions of that unique genius.
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The inner core of Japan’s culture has not been quite lost, for Japan was never dominated by foreign rule. A
Japanese home is Japanese in every characteristic. Even where Western objects like furniture are introduced, they
are not mixed up into one outrageous medley as we do, but confined to one room in the house. So the house
remains Japanese in its setting, its atmosphere, its quality, in its spotless cleanliness, its mirror-like matting. All
out-door foot-wear is discarded within the house, as in India. But instead, various sets of slippers are provided,
each for a different purpose such as the sitting room and the bed room, the bath room, etc., which is hygienically
very sound. Spitting all over is scrupulously avoided, spittoons being provided everywhere, especially in railway
carriages—one in front of each seat.
Where Westernism has been introduced, it has been to add to the general comfort without detracting from the
innate beauty of the Japanese setting. Most of the modern hotels provide both, the Japanese and the Western
modes. The innumerable mineral springs offer relaxation and comforts in the way of baths to all classes of people
from the richest to the commonest. Up-to-date hotels are built around some of these health-giving waters and
fitted with luxurious baths of jade and lapis lazuli, amber and pink marble lit with color like fairy lands, each with
an exquisite name such as dream-pool, rainbow-fountain, etc.
Original and stimulating are some of the Japanese modes of entertaining guests. Kakayachai or painting and
glazing of pottery is one. It is literally a “bright” job to hold in the hand an unbaked dull and drab piece, draw
designs on it, splash it with color and see it transformed by our fingers that seem to burn with a new magical
quality. Then set up electric ovens with refractions ready to heat up to the required degree. When ready, each
piece is presented to the one who painted it. Lo! You have acquired a new art, learnt how deft your fingers can be!
Equally exciting is it when at a party an artist’s easel is set up and each one makes a single stroke with a brush
on the rice paper, some straight, some curved, some circular, some crisscross. Then finally the artist—with a few
swift strokes—converts this erratic play into a thing of beauty, a human shape or a landscape. This is varied by
putting dabs of clay in each hand; the sculptor then guides the faltering fingers to mould the shapeless mass into
firm contours and curvatures.
Such entertainments have been introduced on Japanese boats and form such a contrast to the monotonous
mechanical gadgets scattered all over the American boats, down whose gaping mouths coins are always being
pushed by bored passengers on the off chance of luck returning them with a small interest; or kindergarten type of
games like the toy horse-racing or bingo. Equally original and interesting are the sort of Vaudeville shows skilfully improvised by the Japanese crew. And where else except from a Japanese boat would you be able to watch the
unbelievable display of sky rockets and fireworks in the sky in mid-ocean?
Very colorful are also the Japanese festivals, especially the seasonal ones. Festival of Fresh Green on 7 th
January; festival of Peach Blossom on 3 rd March which is also known as the Girl’s Day or Dolls’ Festival when
girls are dressed up and dolls are decorated and sent up, and friends pay calls and celebrate. Festival of Sweet
Flag or the Boys’ Day on 5th May when the boys have their turn; the Festival of Stars on 17 th July and the Festival
of Chrysanthemums on 9th September.
While some of their old world customs are pleasing, some are boring. It is certainly gracious for the guests to
begin a meal by saying “Itamakai masu”—permit me, and end up with “Gochiso sama deshita.” It was a nice
meal. It seems more appropriate to start the Japanese way than by mechanically invoking the deity while one’s
heart is intent on the delicacies in front, or by taking the first sip over the latest scandal or race-results. But it is
decidedly boring every time you meet some one instead of a simple “How are you?” or the more modern and
snappy “Hallo” to plunge into a long series of set formal exchange that cover the participants’ health, their last
visit to each other, health of their family members, etc., etc. All this does seem unnecessary in this fast moving,
informal world of today.
An exchange of cards when two strangers are introduced to each other, is understandable. But if you are in
company, to have cards passed round to everybody, seems like overdoing it. It becomes rather ridiculous when
every new entry means an exchange of cards with the new arrival by all present and vice versa. In short, every
social contact is a card-collecting-distributing affair! If you stop someone on the road to seek directions, he
promptly brings out his card and presents it to you over an elaborate bow, and naturally expects you to do the
same.
Although the essence of Japanese culture may be said to have survived, its outer expressions have undergone
much orientation under the impact of the West. This is particularly true of music, painting and sculpture with few
exceptions like the classical theatre music. Ordinarily, the music one hears at musical concerts is as much
Japanese as the jazzified New Theater’s music is Indian. It has become completely orchestrated on Western lines
even where Japanese instruments are used. But apart from this, a genuine love and understanding of Western
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classical and modem music prevails and one can listen to as good a symphony concert in Tokyo as in any Western
capital.
One is even more amazed to see the deep inroads Western art have made on modern Japanese painting and
sculpture. When I was visiting an exhibition in Tokyo, I felt I was at an art exhibition in New York or London,
except for that lovely delicacy of touch in the molding and the exquisite pastel shades so characteristic of
Japanese art. Yet the Japanese never tire of telling how untainted they are by the Western influence!
Japan’s most outstanding achievement is Theater. Like the Indian and the Greek, the Japanese play is also
believed to have a divine origin. When the Sun Goddess hid herself in the cavern the world was plunged into utter
darkness, so the Gods assembled before the cavern to entice her out by performing a dance play.
It was the women of Japan who took the lead in the development of the dramatic art which once again points
to early matriarchy. The famous Kabuki drama was started by a woman O’Keni by name. She married a famous
actor and together they performed. Later, as feudalism took grip and woman’s status deteriorated, the Government
forbade the appearance of women on the stage. After this, the stage went through periods of severe persecution by
the authorities who treated it like a criminal. That it should have not only survived this persecution but even
grown to such heights of achievement is a tribute both to the vitality and power of the Japanese artist and the rare
love of drama amongst the common people.
In a way, this very struggle sharpened the skill and wits of the performers. The acting had to be of a very high
order and the drama exceptionally good, to maintain its hold on the people. The drama was designed to appeal to
the common people. That was its hope of survival! Gradually the different actors came to acquire traditional roles,
very much as in India—such as the Villain, the Fool, the Buffoon, the Old Man, Old Woman, etc.; stage-craft
made rapid strides, and one of the chief innovations was the revolving state which came into Japan a whole 100
years before it appeared in Europe!
An intriguing factor which shows the deep love and respect for the art of acting is the effort made to perpetuate
the name of a great actor through worthy successors. If one is found in the son well and good, or, if the son has no
talent, then through some other actor who proves worthy. Thus the name goes on from generation to generation.
Fifth Danguro Ichikwa, the Fourth Hanshiro Iwai, the Third Kikumoto Segawa and so on. Those who succeed to
the illustrious title must not only give promise of perpetuating the title by maintaining the standard but must add
to its quality by even better performance. This is quite different from the common custom of transferring name
and fortune to the next kin regardless of his ability.
The advent of Western influence after the Russo-Japanese war led to the Free Theater movement. This was
followed by the Tsukji or the Little Theater—an experimental movement aimed at using any new knowledge
pertaining to the stage and producing new plays. It thus came to be known as “The Laboratory of Drama.” It put
on plays from Ibsen to modern impressionists. When the socialist movement raised its head, this theater went
Left. With the abating of that wave the Little Theater has settled down to more accepted social forms.
The dramatists of this period were not satisfied with the Kabuki plays which, though called modern to
distinguish them from the classical, dealt solely with the Edo period—that is 1603-1868. They thought that even a
grafting upon it was impossible. So they created new dramas. In recent years. however, the tendency of some of
the modern dramatists is to take over some of the Kabuki elements in the creation of the national dramas.
With the coming of the new age, women trekked back to the stage, but formed their own troupes. This was
easy enough particularly for the Geisha girls who from tender years were trained to please by words, talk, song,
gesture, dress, coquetry, etc. And although mixed acting has long come into vogue and pioneering women in this
direction like Ritsuko Mori, Kakuko Murata, Yako Mizutani have become loved and respected household words.
the women-troupes still continue their individualistic existence—the Moon Troupe, the Cherry Blossom Troupe
are some of the well known and popular ones. They put on Nipponized versions of Vaudeville and Follies
Bergere. Gorgeous. colorful, and modern varieties, but very Japanese, nevertheless.
Japanese stage is modern in all its equipment and use of scientific apparatus but there is nothing hybrid about
their presentation as in India. For sheer aesthetic beauty, the Japanese stage has few equals. Its popularity is
stupendous. One has to book seats for the theater far ahead, so crowded are the houses from day to day. A very
large percentage of people are absorbed in this profession. Each troupe has, on an average, about 100 performers
—sometimes twice as many. The theaters are very elaborate and provide a degree of comfort and privacy to the
actors which is entirely unknown in India. It shows a sensitive appreciation of and genuine respect for the artist.
Most famous and unique to Japan is the Noh Play. Bernard Shaw after his visit to Japan said that Noh
interested him more than almost anything in that country. Although it is formalized and set its artistic quality is
startling, its beauty refreshing. Everything about it is traditionally fixed: every object on the stage, every
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movement of the actor, every article of costume, every line and shade of gesture. One interesting thing about it is
the large mirror that is hung in the ante-room in which the actor gazes at himself before going on to the stage to
make sure he is quite ready for his appearance, and get himself into the character he is to represent. Another
unique character is the construction of the stage, the way it is projected into the auditorium, with a narrow space
covered with pebbles between it and the auditorium, so that the audience sees the play, not as a picture in a frame,
but rather, as something happening as part of themselves.
One of the most distinguishing marks of Noh is the use of masks. These masks are very elaborate and
expressive and have become a traditional art in themselves. The make-up is also unusual. A warrior going into
battle does not wear armor, nor a Chinese mandarin necessarily appear in his colorful native strappings. A beggar
is not disgraced with rags. Noh does not aim at “realism” in the sense of copying, but rather at depicting of
character. So a Noh actor is more a creative interpreter like the Indian singer, since the characters are all fixed by
tradition.
Noh dramas are also standardized. They are composed of “God Piece” praising the deity, “Battle Piece,” “Wig
or Woman Piece,” “Lunatic Piece,” “Revenge Piece.” A complete Noh play includes all the five pieces. But
commonly three to five of these pieces are presented with a couple of commediettas thrown in to relieve the
emotional tension, which used to be a feature of the old Indian stage.
The Kabuki stage is also unique in having an approach to the audience called Hanamichi (Flower Way) a kind
of an extension of the stage. This naturally extends the scope of acting as well.
No mention of the Japanese theater would be complete without reference to the Puppet Play which once ruled
the hearts of the people, so much so indeed that the Kabuki absorbed some of its important characteristics
including its music. Stage music developed along with the drama, chiefly played on the samisen, drum, flute and
hand-drum. Most dramatically effective is the samisen, along with vocal compositions. The music is suited to the
action of the play, reflecting the mind of the various characters and is performed by separate musicians. Schools
of music developed along the lines of the musicians themselves or according to special type of music such as
Jorjuri, the music of the Puppet drama. …
3
It was in 1888, when A. W. Jagannadham the first Indian woman crossed the waters to study western Medicine
in Scotland. She felt the call to help her suffering sisters and their children, her sisters who would suffer silently
even to death rather than be examined by men. Whatever the personal cost may have been, and the obstacles and
prejudices she would encounter, she was ready to overcome them with courage and fortitude. There were not
many facilities in India itself at that time for the study of medicine. The task she was taking upon herself was
great and she wanted to equip herself in the best possible way before beginning her life’s work.
She commenced her medical studies in the Medical College, Madras in 1884, where a few women were
studying medicine. This was the first college in India to open its doors to women; the triumphant victory having
been won by the first woman student there in 1878, just over fifty years ago. This was the young wife of a
civilian, the well known and much revered Dame Mary Scharlieb. The women students in Madras were drawn
from all parts of India. Amongst its first Indian women was a lady from Bengal, no less a personage than Lady
Bose, wife of the famous plant physiologist, who, casting aside all purdah and religious and social customs,
journeyed a thousand miles south, to study medicine in Madras. The way opened by these noble pioneers has been
continued and has steadily widened, for to-day Madras has no less than 664 women medical students, of whom
251 are in the colleges and 413 in the schools. There are in India six medical colleges and thirteen medical
schools that take in women and of these, one college and four schools are entirely for women and staffed only by
women. Two of these schools are mission institutions and two are Government. The remaining colleges and
schools have co-education.
The Lady Hardinge Medical College Delhi, was opened on October 8 th 1916. The College was named after its
founder, the late Lady Hardinge of Penshurst, who knew that one of the greatest needs of the women of India was
the provision of medical help, and that such help could best be given by their own countrywomen, provided that
these could be satisfactorily trained. A certain number of Indian women were receiving medical education in the
existing medical schools and others in Europe, but she felt that social and religious customs did not permit of coeducation to all and the close association between the sexes which necessarily must exist in mixed schools. For
these and other reasons, she urged the establishment of a medical college, staffed entirely by women, in which
medical education of the first order could be obtained, and she undertook to collect money for this purpose. Lady
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Hardinge’s enthusiasm and her charming, gracious personality gained the interests and the help of the people, and
it is worthy of note that the cost of the College and Hospital has been provided almost entirely by Indians—
Hindu, Mahomedan, Parsee, Sikh—all contributed willingly. The cost of the scheme was over twenty-two lakhs
of rupees.
There are 113 women students in the College, 89 of 53 whom are Indians and 24 European or Anglo-Indian.
The College teaches for the M. B. B. S. of the Punjab University. Of the eight professors, four are Europeans and
four are Indians.
The Lady Willingdon Medical School, Madras, was established in 1922. It is the second largest of the women’s
medical schools in India. It has ninety-five students and it is staffed wholly by Indians, all university women, five
of whom have foreign qualifications. The staff of other schools and colleges are composed of European, American
and Indian women. The colleges in India train students for university degrees which entitle them to registration on
the British Medical Register and the privilege of practicing in Great Britain and its colonies.
*
A number of Indian women marry after qualifying, yet their knowledge is not wasted as even after marriage
they carry on their good work. Unlike the Durham County Council, which prohibits the employment of married
women, the Councils in India welcome them, as married women in India get a much readier hearing from the lay
public than unmarried women, especially with regard to maternity and child welfare work. The women doctors of
India feel even as Elizabeth Blackwell, the first woman doctor in the West, that men as doctors cannot do all that
should be done to improve the home, the school, the state. They are persuaded that the qualities of mind and heart
which have come to women through ages of motherhood are needed for the full comprehension of the physical
nature of girls and women, and that it is essential for women to be medically educated in order to help on the good
work of the prevention of disease both physical and moral, the education of girls, and the management of the
state.
The work done by Mrs. Muthulakshmi Reddi, M. B., C. M. the first woman on the Legislative Councils, does
not disprove the idea before the Indian woman doctor of to-day. By education, legislation, example and precept,
she is, with the co-operation of her sisters, helping to set things right. Her bills for the suppression of brothels,
immoral traffic and devadasis and for the raising of the age of consent are tending towards the goal aimed at. Miss
Commissariat, F.R.C.S.I., a senior medical officer of the Women’s Medical Service for India, and Superintendent,
Medical Aid for Women, United Provinces, has greatly helped to extend medical aid in rural areas by opening
several new hospitals while improving the status and work of the hospitals in her province. She has established
maternity and child welfare centers and helped Baby Weeks and Health Weeks in towns and villages, thus
emphasizing the need for preventive medicine.
Mrs. Veerasinghe-Chinnappa with her powers of organization and foresight, started the maternity and child
welfare scheme of the Corporation of Madras in 1919. The efficiency and utility of the scheme have so advanced
that there are over sixty midwives, twenty-two health visitors and ten child welfare centers, with a woman doctor
in charge of each centre. The steadily growing appreciation by the public of Madras, of the invaluable benefits of
the free maternity service rendered by the scheme, in particular to the women belonging to the wage-earning
classes, whose husbands lack the finances necessary to engage the services of qualified private nurses, is clearly
reflected in the statistics of work done. The work of the scheme is educative, preventive and curative. It is
educating the poor to good midwifery and an increasing number of the poor are taking advantage of this free
attendance. In 1919, 119 per cent of the total number of births in the city were conducted by the scheme, while in
1926 the percentage of births attended by the scheme, rose to 273, while 298 per cent of the births in the city were
conducted in hospitals as against 169 per cent of 1918. It has greatly decreased the infant and maternal mortality
also, as the infant death rate among Child Welfare infants fell from 2768 to 1814. This, even as it stands, is a high
figure; but the maternal mortality rate for all deaths among cases brought to the notice of the scheme was 072 per
cent, several of these deaths being due to General Diseases.
The Madras Presidency Maternity and Child Welfare Association of the Red Cross Society, is also doing much
for the propagation of health. Here East and West meet to work together for the very poor of the Presidency. There
are Health Centers established in the city and mofussil\fn{Country} towns with a nurse or Health Visitor in charge.
She is assisted by ladies of means and leisure, European and Indian who find time to get to the centers and carry
on their work of love and service. They befriend the poor, attend to their needs, teach them mothercraft and
arrange for their confinements either in their homes or, if not suitable, in hospitals.
The Lady Chelmsford All-India League for Maternity, and Child Welfare was founded in 1920. The work of
the League divides itself into three main activities, namely, Health Schools, Health Centers and Propaganda.
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There are five Health Schools, which train women as health Visitors, one in each of the Governors' Provinces—
Delhi, Calcutta, Bombay, Madras and Lahore, three of which are supported by the League. The Punjab Health
School was taken over by the Government from the Lady Chelmsford League in 1927.
There are several centers scattered all over India but the number directly assisted by the League is small. The
work of the Centers comprises Maternity and child welfare work, antenatal care and house visiting. In addition,
the centers except in south India, undertake the training of dais or indigenous midwives.
Propaganda is carried out through conferences, traveling exhibitions, cinemas and lantern slides, National
Health and Baby week celebrations and publications. National Health and Baby Week is celebrated throughout
India at most of the large towns and in Indian States during the cold weather. It is gratifying to note that people
are beginning to take an intelligent interest in the aims and purpose of the Week and that the lessons taught during
it are bearing fruit, and in a small measure are doing their part in the attempt to solve the great problem of
maternity and child welfare in India.
In Indian States, Indian women doctors are doing all they can for medical relief, education and the State. Mrs.
Poonen-Lukose, B.A., M.B., B.S., the daughter of a great educationalist of the Travancore State and one who
labored not a little for the advancement of female education, is a member of the Travancore Legislative Council
and is in charge of a large women’s hospital in the State.
Dr. Maya Das in Baroda, Dr. Kanga in Hyderabad, Dr. Preni Pyari in Jaipur, Dr. Dalal in Gwalior and Dr.
Rukhmabai in Rajkot, are but a few of the many Indian women, in Indian States, who are working towards the
same goal of India’s women doctors. There are several women doctors who, in spite of their pressing duties, find
time to serve on municipal bodies, educational committees and maternity and child welfare associations.
In 1885, the most Honorable the Dowager Marchioness of Dufferin and Ava, learnt of the needs of the sick and
suffering women and children in India and founded the National Association for supplying Medical Aid by
women to the women of India. The aims of the Association also included the training of women as doctors, as
nurses and midwives. An appeal was made and the ruling princes and princesses and aristocracy of India readily
came forward with donations and endowments. Branches were formed in the provinces, and hospitals staffed by
women were established in cities and towns, named after our great and good Empress Queen Victoria. The work
of the Association increased so much that private funds alone were not sufficient to expand the work, maintain the
hospitals up to the required standard with modern equipment and buildings or to found hospitals in new areas. In
1913, the National Association founded the Women’s Medical Service with a subsidy from the Central
Government, so that medical women, whether English or Indian, with the highest standard of qualifications, might
be attracted to practice in India. The services of officers of the Service are lent free of cost to first class women's
hospitals to enable local bodies to spend more money on suitable buildings and equipment. This is the premier
service of women doctors in India. It has 44 officers working in 25 first class and up to date hospitals, with one
medical college and two medical schools for women. The number of patients admitted into these hospitals during
1927 was 41,646 in-patients, 284,165 out-patients, 7782 labor cases of which 1594 were abnormal. The total
number of operations performed was 18,563.
The increase in the number of patients admitted is not necessarily due to any seasonal variations or increased
unhealthiness of the localities, but that patients are less prejudiced against hospitals and western treatment. They
are learning to take advantage of the opportunities they now have for early diagnosis and treatment leading to a
more speedy recovery. The predominance of normal labors over abnormal ones is another proof of the increasing
popularity of women’s hospitals, whether State, mission, aided or private. In former years (and the practice still
continues in some Government headquarters hospitals in mofussil stations) women were paid five rupees to
induce them to go to hospital for their normal confinement, but nowadays in the city State hospitals there is not
adequate accommodation for all the needy cases seeking admission, and those whose husbands get a monthly
income of Rs. 60 or more have to pay hospital stoppage fees.
About forty years ago, when the National Association for supplying Medical Aid by Women for Women, was
founded and hospitals opened, there were a larger number of abnormal than normal labors. Patients were admitted
generally moribund and succumbed shortly after admission or lived only a few days, so that hospital and death
were generally associated together. But this prejudice is now far removed in cities and the larger towns. Patients
seek admission and treatment readily, asking for operation or injection, even if not indicated, for the simple reason
that their friends or relations were cured and that they feel the same would cure them also.
Another fact that goes to prove that the treatment in hospitals is appreciated, is that donations and gifts to
hospital still continue, donations made, not with the purpose of pleasing the officials whose wives made the
appeal, nor of getting a title or honour from Government, but out of gratitude and in appreciation of the benefit
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gained. I know of a case where the patient made a vow for a son. After the birth of the son and her safe recovery,
she was anxious to fulfill the vow she had made. She consulted her husband and they both agreed that, instead of
making a pilgrimage to the deity to whom she had made the vow and spending money on her journey and offering
it at the temple, it would be better to build a ward in the hospital, naming it after the deity and so observing the
true spirit of the vow.
The Victoria Caste and Gosha Hospital, Madras, which was founded by Dame Mary Scharlieb and was
endowed by the Ruling Chiefs of the south, had during the years 1921 to 1927, 9670 labor cases. Of these 8309
were normal and 1361 abnormal. This hospital is for high caste Hindu and Mahomadan women. The number of
first-mothers (prirniparac) among those confined was 2208, of whom 1865 were Hindus and 343 Mahomadan. Of
these first-mothers there were only three Hindus who were 13 years old, 8 who were 14, while 1331 were between
the ages of 18 and 25. There were 16 at 35, 3 at 38 and 2 at 40 years of age. Among the Mahomadan first-mothers,
there were 2 at 14, 236 between 18 and 25, 6 at 35 and one at forty. The average age of a primipara\fn{ A woman
giving birth for the first time} among the Hindus was 20-42 and among the Mahomadans 2124. Although child
marriage still continues, especially among orthodox Brahmins, the consummation of marriage is not till after
puberty. There is a gradual rise in the age of consummation owing to education, health exhibitions and social
influences. Among the higher caste non-Brahmins, girls are not married before puberty and often not till they are
17 or 18. The steadily increasing number of unmarried students—Brahmin and non-Brahmin in the women's
colleges and secondary schools scattered throughout India, must necessarily raise the age of marriage and of
motherhood
The number of more highly qualified Indian women in mission hospitals is small. Most of the hospitals have a
foreign missionary in charge and have not the funds (nor perhaps is it the policy of the Home Boards) to engage
Indian women to be in charge. The missions can generally afford those of the lower grade Sub-assistant Surgeons
or L.M.P.s. There are quite a number of these trained at the Union Mission Medical Schools at Ludhiana (Punjab)
and at Vellore (S. India), who have proved quite efficient assistants and are able to carry on the work for short
periods during the summer or autumn vacations when the missionary leaves the hot and stifling plains to
recuperate her health in the hills. There is a proposal to raise the school at Vellore to the status of a college, and it
is hoped then that Indian women with higher qualifications will be called to carry on the noble service of women
mission doctors.
*
There is a clear call to Indian women doctors to take their full share in human progress. They have not met
with the same opposition from men doctors as did their pioneers in the west. In schools and colleges where there
is co-education, men students have been known to be most polite and considerate. Indian men doctors welcome a
consultation with women doctors in the case of their women patients. They understand the feelings of their
women; patients and their finer feelings suggest and do not repel a consultation with a women doctor in diseases
peculiar to women. A man doctor is often handicapped as his patient either refuses to give him a full history of her
symptoms, while physical examination of any kind is out of the question and so he may be compelled to seek the
aid of a woman doctor.
Thus in India we have not competition but co-operation between men and women, doctors. Women doctors
specialize in midwifery and in diseases peculiar to women (gynecology). A woman patient who is not purdah, as
is the case with the majority of patients in southern and western India, may not hesitate to consult a man
.physician for ordinary ailments, but in diseases relating to women and mothers, she would continue in suffering
silence even at the risk of her life, rather than go to a man for relief. The women of the north are strictly purdah
and will not on any account see a man. Even those who have come out of purdah or do not observe purdah, with
their generations of inherited bashfulness, modesty and shyness, would still prefer hospitals staffed by women and
attendance by women. It is not her false modesty, but her quiet, shy and bashful nature that sometimes makes it
difficult for an Indian woman to relate her symptoms even to a woman doctor. She generally pours out her tale of
woe to her nearest woman relation or friend who is her spokeswoman. As long as this attitude of mind remains,
and it is her privilege to choose her medical attendant, the need for women doctors in India will continue and not
in the field of curative medicine alone, but in preventive medicine and in the uplift of humanity.
The number of women’s hospitals and women doctors are far too few to meet the growing demand for such.
Often patients are brought in from great distances, fatigued and exhausted from the trying journey over rugged
cart tracts and in springless conveyances, for want of medical aid at closer quarters. Much pain and suffering
could be lessened and life saved if rural dispensaries could be established in villages.
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Government have done much to encourage medical education among women by given them free education and
stipends to certain students in the schools. These students after graduation should not be allowed to collect in the
cities and larger towns, but be encouraged to go out into the villages and settle down in rural areas, perhaps, in
their own villages, form dispensaries and be given a midwife to assist them in their work. Much equipment would
not be necessary. Cases I diagnosed early and requiring major operations or special treatment could be sent to the
district headquarters or women’s hospital without much risk or delay. The doctor would be able to divide her time
between dispensary work antenatal clinics and child welfare work, health talks and health exhibitions. Thus we
may look forward with hope to the future, and to a more widespread influence of Indian women physicians who,
with sympathy and reverence guiding intellectual activity, will continue to apply the vital principles of their Great
Master to the healing art in every walk and way of life.
71.119 Excerpt from Zohra\fn{by Zeenuth Futehally (1903-1992)} Hyderabad, Mahrashtra State, India (F) 10
… When Bashir could move about a little, it was arranged that he should go to a friend’s country-house for
convalescence.
Zohra was naturally to accompany her husband, but it was also considered advisable by the elders for Hamid
to go with them. For, the cottage, although only ten miles from the city, situated at the foot of Mir Mahmood’s
Hill was rather isolated. When Safia heard of this, her attitude towards Zohra, which had softened somewhat
during Bashir’s illness, hardened again, although Zohra had had nothing to do with the plan. Hamid himself felt
rather uneasy, but he had no choice in the matter. One evening, when they had been nearly a week at Mir
Mahmood, Zohra, who was taking a stroll in the garden, met Hamid returning from the city.
“You are late this evening,” she greeted him. “There was the Taskers’ Poetry Society meeting, didn’t you
remember? I wish you could have come.” They both started to walk towards the house.
“Was it interesting?” she asked. '
“Yes quite—refreshing,” he answered.
“Who were present?”
“Oh, the usual people,” he answered. “The Nizam’s brother was naturally seated with the regal-looking Lady
Hydari, while Hydari Saab in his genial manner, was exchanging greetings all round. He enquired affectionately
after you and seemed genuinely sorry you were not there. He also wanted to know how Bhaijan was.”
'Yes, they are a large-hearted couple full of warmth and friendliness—especially for the younger people,” said
Zohra, pleased at the recollection of the affection always shown her. “But who else was there?” she asked.
“Yes, who do you think was the surprise of the evening? Our poetess Sarojini Naidu!”
“I didn’t even know she was here,” remarked Zohra.
“Probably she has just come to say goodbye to her people before she is again imprisoned. The songs of
“India’s Nightingale” may be hushed under the burden of politics, but still poetry is her first love. … Besides, she
is very friendly with the Taskers.” Then knitting his brows, as if switching off to another world of thought:
“It’s really amazing, how so many of the personal friendships have not suffered at all. Gandhiji’s Ahimsa is
wonderful. There is no room in it for petty rancor and bitterness; for he has taught us to look upon the British
Government as a thing apart from the British people.” Resting his hand on the pillar near the steps, where they
had stopped to carry on the conversation before going in, he said:
“But here, the Taskers’ own response is remarkable too.”
“Yes, and I think they have a real feeling for Hyderabad and the Hyderabadis,” she said looking at him. The
light from the top of the steps was falling on them.
“But the most incredible thing to me, is that Gandhiji’s lieutenants, of such widely divergent views and
backgrounds, should have accepted this creed so whole-heartedly. He indeed wields a miraculous power.” Her
eyes shone with a devotional fervor.
“No prophet in his lifetime has had such a large and devoted following,” affirmed Hamid emphatically. “And
Sarojini Naidu is one of Gandhiji’s staunchest lieutenants.”
“But how was she? Looking at all depressed?” asked Zohra, placing one foot on the step, as if starting to
mount, then halting.
“On the contrary, she was as vivacious as ever, sparkling with wit and humor. Padmaja, looking charming as
usual, was with her. And Hydari Saab, like most others, was hard pressed dividing his attention between the
mother and daughter!”
“And Leilamani?”
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“Why, I feel I am doing a Society column!” laughed Hamid. “I hope it’s in the right style?”
“Perfect.” Exclaimed Zohra, responding to his laugh. “And what next?” she asked with mock gravity.
“Yes, and Leilamani, in her forthright manner made a bee-line for Lady Hydari, who embraced her in her
gracious maternal way. She really treats her as if she were her own daughter.”
“And then ...?” asked Zohra, in the manner of carrying on a pleasant game.
“And then … when all the notables were gathered, Lady Tasker got the proceedings duly started,” responded
Hamid keeping up the style into which their conversation had now lapsed. “By special request Leilamani recited
one of her mother’s poems. She did it beautifully in her resonant voice. And so I come to the end of my column.
But seriously, the Naidu family was in great form, and no one could ever dream that Mrs. Naidu was preparing for
sordid gaol life. She is really wonderful.”
Hamid’s pale face glowed with enthusiasm as he shook back the lock of hair that had strayed on to his forehead.
“Yes, in her own way, she is the most wonderful woman,” admitted Zohra. “She can never forget a face, and
her circle of friends is boundless. She has a soft corner for you too, hasn’t she?” She asked with a mischievous
gleam.
“You are jealous,” he remarked thoughtlessly, but at once a self-consciousness fell over them both. In an effort
to get over it, she said:
“There was a message from Ammijan. Apajan has had twins.” She sounded thrilled at her sister’s performance.
“Mubarak! It sounds exciting!” he exclaimed with the smile that was always boyish when he was enthusiastic.
“It’s the first pair of twins in the family. It must be nice having twins; saves such a lot of trouble,” she said.
“You mean, it’s nature’s labor-saving device for women who desire large families?” He gave an amused
questioning glance, but she evaded it. She remembered how she had been longing for twins when Shahedah was
born.
“But I don't think Apajan will be pleased. She already had five-these make seven.”
“An error of judgment on nature’s part!” A shy smile lurked in his eyes causing the swift color to rise to her
face which even in that artificial light he could observe.
But suddenly she became grave as she thought of her sister. Mehrunnissa’s husband, a weak character, had
started keeping mistresses in the house together with the children he had by them. Mehrunnissa, at first jealous
and rebellious, had now fallen into a lethargy. She no longer delighted in clothes or ornaments. Her figure was
wholly ruined. Her children, never well cared for, were now entirely neglected.
Hamid and Zohra started to go in now. Hamid wondered why Zohra desired more children. Anyway, it was
good for the race if women like her had more children, he reflected with a queer feeling.
*
As the days went by and Bashir gained strength, he became more and more absorbed in work. He had few real
friends who would care to visit him.
Zohra’s friends and relations also came rarely, as women did not like to go long distances without a male
escort, even in private cars. Zohra was therefore often lonely. She read a great deal, but even that she sometimes
found tiring. She tried to paint, but somehow the mood did not possess her. She was often nervous and fidgety.
Safia’s attitude, too, continued to hurt her. She never came once to see them, nor did she send her child with the
other two children when they visited Mir Mahmood.
Hamid was making use of this opportunity to finish what he had been writing for some time now. He retired
into the round pavilion, away from the house, to work in quiet. He knew this was the only way he could go on
staying there. He did not return to the house even for his midday meal, but had coffee and toast sent to him. Even
Zohra dared not disturb him. His friends sometimes visited him, bringing news of the bookshop. Whenever
Khorshed called, he asked Zohra to join the party. He now knew for certain that he could not marry Khorshed, and
wanted to give her no chance for further misunderstanding. He felt a cad for the way he had once encouraged her.
But Zohra sensed that Khorshed resented her presence, and was therefore reluctant to join them. Yet, Hamid
insisted, and she could not refuse. Altogether relations among the three of them were becoming strained and
awkward.
Zohra had named Hamid’s pavilion the “Hermit’s Cell.” It was open on three sides and overlooked the clear
lake and green vistas studded with blazing red-and-orange Gul-Mohor trees.
Once, early in the evening, she strolled out into the garden, and was tempted to walk past his retreat. At sight
of her he called out:
“What are you doing?” His voice was friendly.
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“What are you always doing?” she questioned in return. She strolled up and leaned against the wooden pillar.
He laughed with a hesitant gleam in his eyes. He had not yet confided to her the nature of his writing.
“Trying to decide the fate of two young people.”
“That sounds God-like,” she laughed.
“Come in and I’ll show you,” he said on an impulse. “Perhaps, you can help me out of the dilemma.”
Zohra went in. Hamid, offering her his own chair, moved towards the wooden settee.
“What is it—a novel?” she asked, sitting down in front of the table.
“It’s a kind of socio-political tale. It’s more an effort to rouse Muslim Nationalism against Communalism. But,
as you know, a romantic interest is essential, especially to hold women’s attention.” He tried to chide her.
“It sounds good; but then I am only a woman!” She laughed a little self-consciously. “But what is the setting
for your story?”
“It starts in Hyderabad. Two young people, although very much in love, decide to postpone their marriage and
to go and join the Satyagraha movement. Their romance is thus disrupted for the time being, and—”
“But romances don’t exist in Hyderabad,” she interrupted with an impatience wholly unnecessary to the
occasion.
“What do you mean?” he asked, startled by her vehemence.
“Oh, you know … “she faltered, then continued hastily, “people get married first and then …”
She wished she had not so impulsively launched on such a delicate subject. She did not now know how to
proceed.
“And yet most marriages here are successful,” observed Hamid in an impersonal tone, trying to keep away
sarcasm from his words. “But I was not writing of arranged marriages, in any case. One has really to understand
the psychology of persons entering into such marriages before attempting to write about them.” There was a hint
of questioning in his voice.
“Oh girls are brought up to expect their parents to arrange marriages for them.” She spoke with an affected
carelessness. “It is seldom that any other ideas enter their minds.”
“It’s amazing. Any girl and any boy, and yet they live happily ever after!” Hamid’s voice was controlled; it was
as if he were only in search of knowledge.
“Not any girl and any boy!” She tried to laugh, but an undercurrent of something else was now quite apparent.
“The parents in their own way usually take great pains to find a suitable partner.”
Hamid, his handsome head inclined towards her, was nervously playing with his pencil. Seeing her falter, he
encouraged her with:
“Yes?”
“I can only speak for girls,” she said quickly. “They are brought up to look upon marriage in the same way as
they look upon birth and death. In none of these do they expect to have any voice.”
“But what happens if a girl rebels?”
“You should know that a girl openly rebelling is almost unheard of in our strict Hyderabadi society! Why,
don’t you know that marriage is a forbidden subject between girls and their parents?” She was getting more
worked up than the occasion demanded.
“But, according to the Muslim law, a girl’s voluntary consent is essential,” he argued, on an irresistible impulse to probe her mind on the subject. “She can withhold that.”
“Where have you been living, really?” she chided him, as her soft voice rose to rather a high pitch. “A
Hyderabadi girl would no more think of questioning her parents’ right to arrange a marriage for her than she
would of questioning God’s right to dispense birth and death.” The subject evoked from her this spontaneous
outburst.
“So that God and the parents between them can dispose of all the three fates?” he asked with a strange look in
his eyes. “And a girl is ready to accept the parents’ choice, and offer her husband love and loyalty as naturally as
she bestows affection upon her God-chosen parents. Is that the idea?”
“You have summed up the case beautifully,” she answered quietening down.
“But marriage is such a personal affair.” His eye-brows were knit close together now, as he tried to focus his
attention on his pencil. “Mutual attraction I should have thought was essential.” He was still avoiding her eyes.
“The purdah system is a great savior,” she was roused to say. “This mode of marriage can hold good only in a
zenana society, where there are no standards of comparison. Difficulties would arise if the girls started moving
about in mixed circles.”
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Throughout the conversation she had tried to keep up an impersonal tone; but it was obvious she was trying to
suppress something very deep. “But tell me more about your plot. How do you propose tackling your problems?”
she asked hastily, as if trying to get away from that something.
Hamid gave her a brief outline of the story. As she became interested, he promised to let her read the whole of
the yet incomplete manuscript.
“I am wondering whether to give it a sad ending or a happy one.”
“What is more usual in life?” Her soft eyes were now raised to him questioningly.
“Tragedy, or quasi-tragedy. Disillusionment.” He was trying to sound detached.
“But for that very reason, people might wish to see a different ending to a book.”
“I have already changed it once. I first started giving it a happy ending, then altered it to tragedy. Now, again, I
am uncertain.” He laughed in deprecation of his own indecision.
“It had never struck me before how easy it was for a writer to play with the fates of his heroes and heroines,”
she commented.
“Yes, in a few strokes one can change their destinies completely! It is fascinating.”
“I wonder if God also enjoys playing with our fates in this fashion,” she said gazing in the direction of the
lake.
“Sometimes I feel it’s all a deep plan preconceived. At other times, I feel things just happen as we go along.
Anyway, life is not always an amusing game,” he said casually; but the look in his eyes was earnest.
“Problems could be solved more easily if one were only single-minded,” she observed, alluding to his
indecision regarding the ending. “But life tosses one this way and that with such swift jerks, that it becomes
difficult to keep one’s balance.” She did not quite know herself why she made this remark; it was just forced out
of her.
“Problems are like the Hydra of old, as soon as we solve one, two crop up in its place.” Hamid made a gesture
that seemed to dismiss everything. A silence fell over them both.
Hamid too had marked with concern Safia’s antagonism towards Zohra. He had even tried to speak to Safia
about it, but had only received offensive replies, with dark implications, warning him against her spell. This had
strained the ties between Safia and her once-beloved brother. Hamid was even sorry that Zohra had given her the
child. Now looking at Zohra, he wondered how much of her present restlessness was due to that. For, he had
noticed that in spite of her ardent love for nature, Zohra seemed lost as if she did not know what to do with herself. Her husband had at first demanded her attention, but now he was once again becoming absorbed in his own
work. Hamid, though he realized his own difficulties, still thought it his duty to help her.
“Zohra, why don’t you do some sketching here?” he suggested.
“I did try,” she said, “but somehow I can’t.”
“Will you illustrate this?” he asked impulsively, wanting to give her an incentive, but even as he said it he
wondered if he had spoken wisely.
“I? Why, I find I can’t do a thing. I’ll probably make a mess of it!” But the idea was exciting to her.
“I have seen some of your old sketches,” he said, “you could do it if you tried.”
“Anyway, it's an idea to keep me occupied. Then you can burn them all and make a blazing fire, or throw them
into the waters there,” she said, pointing to the lake.
A strange exhilaration came upon her at the mere thought of sharing something with Hamid. She started on the
illustrations that very night and soon became engrossed in them.
Bashir was pleased to see her thus occupied. He now spent his mornings and late afternoons in the garden to
get the benefit of the sun when it was not too hot. One day, he noticed a small boat tied up by the water’s edge.
Both Zohra and Hamid were with him.
“Why don’t you two go boating? Hamid, you can teach Zohra to row. It’s really not good for her to be tied up
to a semi-invalid all the time.” He spoke in his smooth voice.
*
A couple of days later, after Zohra had struggled to row the boat smoothly, she put down the oars and looking
at her palms, unaccustomed to such exercise, and rubbing them, said:
“Let’s glide along in peace for a while.”
Hamid merely nodded. The countryside all around was scattered with black boulders of various sizes and
shapes, often balanced one on top of the other as delicately as the brass water pots on the heads of Maratha
women.
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In the dazzling sunlight the bare rocks appeared dark and ominous. Although shrubs and green grass that
sprouted through the crevices, gave them in places a mellowed look. Hamid, watching them, mused: Under the
burning rays of the southern sun how quickly these rocks absorb and radiate heat. And at the close of day how
quickly again they cool down and everything seems fresh and inviting. … How closely in this do they mirror the
moods of Hyderabad’s ruling class. For, are not the emotional Muslims quick to flare up and as quick to calm
down? Warm and exuberant in their hospitality and affection, they take offence easily and as easily cool off. …
Or, thought Hamid, these multitudinous boulders might well symbolize fecundity, for so abundantly are they
scattered about the landscape—these offspring of Mother Earth. … And he remembered, how it was said that
thousands and tens of thousands of years ago, the earth had opened up in violent and spasmodic convulsions, and
thrown out streams of lava which had through the long ages congealed into these hard, black rocks. …
These thoughts passed through Hamid’s mind in a disjointed fashion, for, while he was consciously trying to
muse over what his eyes beheld, a deeper and a more pressing current of thought threatened to overpower him. All
around he could also see, in small clusters, green trees—ber and sitaphal, the latter with sweet and luscious fruit,
named after Sita, the devoted wife of Rama, who on her long wanderings with her exiled husband, had found
them delicious and sustaining. Also, here and there stood tall, spreading Gul-Mohor trees with sprays of dazzling
red-and-orange flowers that shimmered in the evening light.
Gradually, the sun started disappearing below the western horizon and the golden light cast a warm glow on
their faces. The chirping of birds greeted their ears; they still glided along in complete silence till at last Zohra
said:
“You appear to be absorbed in yourself.”
“So are you. Human beings are really solitary creatures; and their thoughts are the only faithful companions
they have in this world,” Hamid countered, passing his fingers through his hair. “But I confess I sometimes feel
like running away—escaping from them also.”
“You feel like escaping from everything and everyone—your friends, your admirers; whilst they are only waiting for you to lift up your little finger to gather round you. You are never lonely by compulsion.”
“What you mean is, I am not alone by compulsion, but I can be lonely all the same.” After a pause, he added,
“In the ancient days of leisure, philosophy had a much larger place in our lives.”
“Isn’t our climate also conducive to such pursuits?” she asked.
“Anyway, the present-day bustle in alien to the Indian temperament. We should once more cultivate the habit
of contemplation.” Then casting a swift glance at her: “If I had any say in the matter, I’d introduce the study of
Yoga in our educational system: it gives one both mental and physical poise. I myself would like to take it up
more seriously.”
“This place is ideal for meditation,” remarked Zohra.
“Perhaps some day I shall retire alone to some such place, at least for a period.”
“You’re always wanting to escape from life. What you really need is a wife, a soul-mate!” She laughed, but her
heart gave a queer tug. Hurriedly, she quoted Ghalib:\fn{ Mirza Ghalib aka Asadullah Beg Khan Ghalib (1797-1869), Indian
poet.}
Impossible is it to pass life without love;
But thou hast not the strength to bear the sorrows of love.

Suddenly and for the first time, Hamid now fixed his intent gaze on her:
“Zohra!” his voice was soft with the richness of love yet unprofessed, “don’t you realize that I love you?”
To Zohra it was as if all her life she had waited to hear those three simple words from Hamid’s lips. They were
like the “open sesame” to the meaning of life for her. Sunlit with love, she glowed in every fiber of her being. Not
knowing how to look him in the face, she dropped her eyes, in wild confusion, and fidgeted nervously with her
hands. Hamid, still watching her intently, said:
“Zohra,” there was exhilaration in his voice, “you care for me too, don’t you?”
She could only give a faint nod. Hamid became silent, tense. After what seemed to them a long, long time,
with a jerk of his head and pulling his hair, Hamid said:
“Let’s go somewhere and talk.”
Zohra acquiesced.
Hamid took up the oars again. Gaining the opposite bank he got down first and offered Zohra his hand. She
was shy and nervous, and in her embarassment would not let him touch her. She jumped down by herself, her sari
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getting caught under her foot and being torn. In the queer excitement that overcome her she lost track of everything save the man she loved. Hamid tied up the boat and came to Zohra.
“Let’s sit there,” he pointed to one of the smooth, black boulders that stood there like a platform, and cool in
the evening breeze, looked inviting, as if it were a stage set for a sylvan play. They sat down a little apart. Zohra
embarrassed, had drawn the pallau closely over her shapely semi-bare arms, that now tightly encircled the raised
knees. The soft folds of her sari, draping her graceful figure, were trailing right over her feet. As she sat thus, to
Hamid, there appeared to be a nymph-like quality about her. She looked strangely withdrawn. Hamid stretched
out his legs and leaned back with his hands resting on the ground. Each seemed to be in awe of the other.
Zohra rested her forehead on her knees, to hide the emotions that had so suddenly overtaken her.
At last he called, almost reverently:
“Zohra!”
Startled, she raised her head and turned towards him without looking at him.
“Zohra, how lovely you look! I could sit and gaze on you all my life!” Hamid spoke jerkily. “But, why don’t
you speak? Say something!”
“Something!” repeated Zohra, catching hold of the last word as her savior, lest she be drowned in silence. They
laughed; she shyly, he amused. This gave Zohra a little more self-confidence.
“Did you know that I loved you?” His dreamy eyes had now a shy reticence.
“Yes,” she murmured.
“I loved you from our very first meeting. Only, I did not like to admit it, even to myself. You remember your
throwing that garland round my neck like in a Swayamwara of old, and our eyes meeting in confusion—or was it
recognition? I had never seen anyone more graceful; and how embarrassed you looked. Do you remember,
Zohra?' He was smiling his fascinating smile, through which his white teeth gleamed.
“Can I forget it?” she asked softly, her eyes half raised to him. She dared not meet his eyes.
“You reminded me of a daffodil; I think it's the way you hold your head, with a proud but graceful bend, on a
long shapely neck. But, Zohra, when did you first realize that you … you … cared for me?”
“I don’t know. But I feel I’ve loved you all my life,” she said hesitatingly, in a tone that was like the murmur of
water. Hamid had to strain his ears to catch her words.
“But we had never even met until my return!” He burst into his boyish laugh.
“I know, but …” She faltered and could not proceed.
“But what?” he encouraged her with a smile. He wanted to take her hand in his, but controlled himself, for he
did not know what her reaction would be.
“In my heart I had idealized love and romance,” at last she forced herself to say in a low, tremulous voice.
“Only, I thought they were just a poet’s dream. Some people did try to make love to me even here, in Hyderabad,
after my marriage. But I warded them off. When you arrived …” She hesitated not knowing how to express
herself.
“I filled that place!” He laughed in happy self-derision. “This is all very flattering. Only, don’t idealize me. I
have more than my share of human weaknesses.” He spoke with a shy earnestness, his eyes focused as if on some
far-away object. “My only virtue is that I love you as I have never loved before, nor had ever expected to love.”
Their eyes met for the first time, and held, each other as if in a shy embrace. They could not speak. It was Hamid who first broke the silence. They talked happily, excitedly for some time.
It was growing dark; Hamid was the first to realize it.
“It’s late, and we must get back. Brother will be waiting.”
It was their first touch with reality that evening. They felt no guilt at their love, but to face Bashir was
embarrassing; they were both self-conscious and could not talk to each other as they had done before the
confession. Hamid also felt a pang of jealousy which he tried to suppress.
The next morning Hamid retired into his shed very early without greeting Zohra, but everything he tried to
write was surcharged with her: “Zohra, Zohra, Zohra,” ran through his mind. How would she like it? When would
she read it? How would she look? His eyes constantly wandered towards the house, trying to catch a glimpse of
her. He could do little with his mind so obsessed, but he was determined not to go in. Zohra tried to paint, but with
every stroke, it was Hamid smiling, Hamid talking, Hamid lingering beside her. How could she work? Instead of a
gray stroke she put a streak of blazing red. She looked at it and smiled in amusement. Her mind was so full of
happiness that she saw everything in bright colors.
The whole day they consciously avoided each other; but her eyes strayed constantly towards the shed, even
though she could not see Hamid. That evening Zohra selected a golden-colored sari and dressed herself with
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special care; yet she was doubly careful not to do anything that would betray her either to her husband or to
Hamid.
When the three met that afternoon in the garden for tea, she could not meet Hamid’s eyes, but watched him
stealthily. They waited till Bashir had gone in and they were once more alone in the boat. There was the joy of
reunion. Again they rowed out to the opposite bank, and went and sat on the same boulder.
“Are you glad Zohra that I spoke?” asked Hamid; he could see plainly that there was no need for the question.
“What do you think?” She looked up shyly at him. They recalled a number of past incidents which had made
them aware of each other. They were like carefree children, happy in their newly-acquired joy. At the moment
they wanted nothing more from each other but the knowledge of each other’s love.
“Why do people say it’s wrong to love? How can an emotion that leads to such exaltation be wrong?” she
asked with a tender gleam in her eyes
“There is nothing wrong in love, but you belong to another.”
A sudden hopelessness came over him.
“But what are we doing? That is …” she faltered, not knowing how to express herself. “That is … marriage,”
she at last dragged out of herself in a subdued tone, “but this is love—the expression of one’s deeper self. It
cannot be acquired.”
Her tone conveyed that the other thing could be acquired. As Ghalib has said:
There is no compulsion in love, for it’s that fire,
O Ghalib,
Which can neither be ignited, nor quenched
at one’s will.

“My dear, all that is true, but love will demand other expressions—fulfillments.” He spoke guardedly, not
knowing how she would take it. At that moment, she looked so uplifted that it seemed almost a sacrilege to hint to
her of physical love.
“But … but, we know that … that is impossible.” She faltered, not daring to look at him.
“I know, and that is why I have suddenly started wondering whether we were right in igniting it. So long as we
were silent, there was a veil of inhibitions between us.”
“Is it a sin to love? To feel the ecstasy of the heart?” she asked in a hushed voice.
“There is no sin in loving. Personally, I feel even physical love when accompanied by an emotion as deep as
ours is ennobling. It’s the culmination to everything else. According to the Sufi philosophy, it is through union
with the beloved that one tries to reach oneness with the Divine. Love is the most beautiful thing, but what are we
to do in our present circumstances?” he asked, tortured, in his agitation frantically pulling at his hair.
“But love is more a quality of the mind; it is the stirring of one’s imagination; it is the fulfillment of one’s
spiritual self.” She looked intoxicated.
“Let’s hope that it brings us happiness!” He sounded pessimistic, for already he was feeling an overwhelming
desire to touch her, to hold her hand, but he dared not.
“Let us make the best of what we can get—be happy in each other's company,” she murmured softly.
“Zohra, you—a married woman—talk in this innocent manner? You should know better!” He sounded almost
irritated.
She could not reply. Her lips quivered.
“My dear, I’m not sure if we can go on with this. My courage fails me. I cannot come with you alone, day by
day, and not be tempted … I am afraid of myself. You remember once I told you not to awaken the sleeping devil
in me.” He was pulling out grass from the crevices as he spoke.
“Have I done wrong in loving you?” she asked timidly.
“Sin only lies in the consciousness of sin,” he answered earnestly. “It’s one’s own approach to a thing that
makes it right or wrong. Wine may be the nectar of the gods to one, but poison to another. Hafiz says, ‘What devil
seeks happiness in wine? It is only a moment of forgetfulness that I crave, night and day!’”
“In my imagination I had placed love on the highest pedestal, as something unattainable. I had deified it.” She
spoke with a quiet, devotional fervor.
“Yes, one may enter a shrine like a devotee, to worship, or like a skeptic, merely to admire the form and scoff
at the spirit,” he commented sadly. They were silent for a while. He then burst out almost in anger against himself:
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“Oh, had I come back from England immediately after my studies, instead of loitering around, seeking God
knows what, probably we should have been married. Safia always talked about it. But it was not to be!” He gave a
shrug of despair.
“Oh, why did you not come back!” Her voice came like a wail. “As for my marriage …” she spoke hesitantly,
as if struggling to have her most intimate thoughts reach out to him. “I had a foreboding. You can never know
what tears I shed on my wedding day. I had looked forward to love, where two spirits could commune with each
other, and what I felt was the funeral of all my dreams. But after the marriage your brother was so good to me,
that I was happy and contented, or at least so I thought until I met you. In a way, I even created an illusion of love
for him, but now I know the difference. I now know why my heart ached and why I wept so bitterly that day …”
Even as she said this, tears welled up in her eyes, for she knew that on that day she had forfeited her freedom, her
right to choose.
Hamid, tortured and compassionate, gazed at her and under his gaze she gave way, and burst into violent sobs.
Without pausing to think, he drew her head on to his shoulder, and though he was himself greatly disturbed, held
it down gently. She was vaguely conscious of this tender gesture, and troubled by it. And she wept all the more
bitterly. Gradually, as the sobs subsided, she lifted up her head in embarrassment and alarm. As she fumbled for a
handkerchief, Hamid offered her his, then walked away. After a few minutes, feeling somewhat calmer, he came
back to her, where she still sat in utter bewilderment. And sitting down, he said:
“Zohra, today your head rested on my shoulder. It just happened. It was natural in the circumstances.
Tomorrow something else may happen.” He spoke quietly. “One thing leads to another. When two people are so
fatally attracted, they have either to belong to each other wholly, or to part.”
She said nothing, but involuntarily caught hold of his sleeve, as if she could never let him go. They sat together
a little longer. Then, on a sudden, Hamid realized the time.
“It’s late and the clouds are gathering. We were too absorbed to notice.”
They hurried back. As they entered the sitting room, Bashir turned sharply in his chair to confront them. He
had not the same control over his temper as before his illness. Addressing Zohra. he said:
“It’s chilly, with the damp monsoon air blowing. You might easily have caught a cold. Sometimes …
sometimes, you still behave like a young girl!”
“Perhaps I feel like one,” she answered, sitting down near the window and trying not to take his displeasure
seriously.
Hamid felt a wild desire to shout at him, “But why are you always after Zohra? Why can’t you let her lead a
normal life? Since when has she been so susceptible to colds?” But with a sudden pang he realized he had no right
over her, whilst Bashir, as her husband, had every right. The thought was maddening. He stood fidgeting with the
back of a chair.
“I know you love boating,” Bashir now continued in a more normal voice, “but there should be a limit to
everything. Look, it has already started raining; you might have got drenched! The lake is small enough. Where
were you all this time? I couldn’t see the boat. I wanted to signal to you.”
“Oh, we got down at the other end.” She spoke carelessly. “We were just talking—”
“But what on earth were you talking about that you should forget the time and place—and the threatening
clouds?”
They became self-conscious, wondering if he suspected anything. Hamid realized that it was for Zohra to
decide what she wanted to tell her husband; he turned to her. He saw her pull herself up. There seemed to be a
quiet determination about her, an honesty of purpose that hated taking shelter behind lies. It seemed as if she
would tell him everything, if only he were to ask, and face the consequences. She had no time to consider what its
effects upon him would be, whether there was no kinder way. Hamid felt a wave of admiration for her courage
rise within him; only he knew it would be foolish to wreck his brother’s peace of mind as well as their own. What
would they gain by it? Strange, he thought, how nervous she was when speaking of love, but faced with a
situation where real courage was needed, her spirit rose undaunted to meet any challenge.
Whilst the two were expecting an explosion from Bashir, the latter merely continued:
“Hamid has nothing to talk about these days save the Congress, Gandhi and his Satyagraha movement. He
could talk all night long and forget the time. He does not realize that women don’t have his khadi sherwani to
keep off the chill!” Turning to Hamid, he observed sarcastically: “Yes, by wearing the coarsest of khaddhar and
by submitting to violence in the sacred name of non-violence, you will indeed get your swaraj!” Then in a more
normal tone he added: “It’s amazing how anyone can have faith in non-violence!”
Hamid, controlling his temper with an effort, said:
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“Last time it almost succeeded. It united the Hindus and Muslims as seldom before, at least, since the British
Raj. Why, even you were worked up then.”
“But we have seen that it failed.”
“That was not a failure.” It was Hamid’s turn now to turn sharply on his brother. “You cannot uproot anything
so firmly embedded as Imperialism at one wrench but it has had its foundations badly shaken. It only requires one
more effort. There is no other way. Non-violence is not only best suited to our conditions, but it is also the most
civilized way. It certainly is the highest form of courage to suffer and not to hit back,” Hamid flung at him
vehemently and sat down. “Only the land of the Buddha could have produced the Mahatma. It requires the
courage of one’s convictions; control over the spirit of vengeance. Non-violence is not a creed for the weak; it is a
creed for the bravest.”
“We fight in the open battlefield,” said Bashir with cold finality. “This method is certainly not suited to our
Muslim genius.”
Hamid, losing all self-control, burst out:
“Why do we have to talk of the Muslim genius and the Hindu genius? After all, the majority of us come from
the same stock. We are mostly converts, and have the same background of thought.” He banged the chair with his
hand for emphasis.
“Even so, once converted, our social order has changed radically. We in Islam have complete equality. With us,
there is none of that inhuman caste system. You cannot shut up human beings in tight-fitting compartments in the
name of religion. It is against the very spirit of Islam. The servant can rub shoulders with his master in the
mosque. Before God, they are equal. But a Harijan\fn{A Hindu untouchable.} may not even enter a caste-Hindu
temple. A Brahmin will not allow even the shadow of an untouchable to pollute him. What indeed is there in
common between us?” Bashir asked exasperatedly.
“I do not claim that Hinduism is free from abuses. But who is crusading more strongly against them than
Mahatma Gandhi himself? And look at the tremendous effect of it even among women. You can see Nalini for
yourself. She never ate with us before because her elders would not allow it. Now the elders just have to accept it.
Then, again, is Islam free from such abuses? Look, look at the way we have kept our women in the darkness of
purdah. Is that human? Are we following the laws of the Prophet?” Hamid’s voice rose as his temper got out of
control.
“Certainly, there are abuses in Islam too. I am all for reform, but you cannot deny that the Shariat accords
women more rights than any other religion does. The laws of marriage, divorce, widow-remarriage, inheritance,
they are all in favor of women. With the Hindus, on the contrary, child marriages and the plight of child-widows
are positively inhuman.”
Hamid squirmed, he felt like shouting: “But how many of these rights you boast of are translated into practice?
Can a girl really marry of her own free will, or get a divorce on any reasonable grounds?” But he controlled
himself and said:
“Hindu philosophy is one of the world’s oldest and greatest. One has to study that in order to understand the
Hindu mind. It’s no use attacking a system without even knowing in what it is rooted. And Hindu and Muslim
cultures did reach a synthesis in the glorious days of Akbar.\fn{ The third Mughal emperor of India (1556-1605), Akbar
(1542-1605) caused a new religion to be born, a blend of Islamic, Hindu and Christian beliefs; but it did not survive his death .} Look at
the Nehrus; aren’t they the products of this synthesis? It’s their Kashmiri heritage. Look at Jawaharlal, isn’t he the
idol of everyone? Is there any Muslim to rival him?”
“Yes, handsome and impetuous, performing dare-devil feats like a cinema star, he is at least the idol of all
women,” commented Bashir coldly. He was forgetting himself in the heat of the argument; for he had often
confessed that Jawaharlal was the only Hindu leader whom he could understand.
“I didn’t know there was anything wrong in being idolized by women. I am sure we should all like it,” said
Hamid in an equally cold voice. “Only, Jawaharlal is idolized by men, women and children, all alike. He has that
magnetic personality which is made for hero-worship. Radiating electric sparks. Quivering with sensibility—”
“This is just another form of idolatry,” broke in Bashir pungently. “If you cannot have a stone deity you must
have a clay one.”
“If that deity symbolizes some ideal, some perfection, then I for one, see no harm in it. We are all doing it in
one way or another,” returned Hamid, as the picture of Zohra floated before his mind, even though his eyes were
sedulously averted from her. Then he added hurriedly: “But speaking of culture, look at our own Kishen Parshad
Bahadur. Can you deny that he symbolizes the best of both cultures? He has a Muslim wife, and you know, the
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children by her are Muslim. Members of the best Muslim families are eager to marry them. What greater unity or
tolerance could we expect?”
His hand hit the chair again in a vehement gesture.
“The Maharaj Bahadur is an exception,” said Bashir dryly. “He does not belong to me common rut of men. But
his culture is more Muslim than Hindu, the graciousness of life, the large-heartedness.”
Did Bashir imagine he possessed these qualities? wondered Hamid impatiently. Aloud he remarked:
“Yes, they don’t squander money foolishly as we do. They have greater depth. I only wish, however, we would
stop talking about different cultures. The differences are more provincial than religious. Religion is now being
exploited only for power politics. The British used it in their policy of divide et impera.\fn{Divide and rule} We
were foolish enough to play blindly into their hands. And the way certain Muslim leaders are talking now, I dread
to think of the future. … We must all unite and fight the battle of freedom. Youth is mostly on our side.”
Hamid’s eyes were burning; his face quivering.
“Yes, you can always rely on youth to get excited over anything revolutionary. They are carried away by your
Gandhis and Nehrus and their slogans. It’s just mass hysteria!” said Bashir in his monotonously dry voice.
“What country but India could have produced a leader like Mahatma Gandhi, a politician who is also a saint?”
asked Hamid aggressively. “As for Jawaharlal, although he is more understandable, he is head and shoulders
above all other men; a fighter, an idealist, a humanitarian, an intellectual, a nationalist who is at the same time a
great internationalist. Actually, the father, Pandit Motilal, too is an outstanding personality, but the son has caught
the public imagination. He symbolizes the youth—the India of the future, at least, as we would wish it to be.”
Bashir, leaning back more comfortably, gave his brother a cold stare. It provoked Hamid still further:
“To me, Hindus and Muslims are one, possessing a common heritage, belonging to a common Motherland,
fighting common battles,” he said. “We are intermingled, living together side by side. Surely, you cannot divide
up each little plot of land and say this is Hindu India and that is Muslim India? To me that sounds like a
graveyard!”
“I don’t say that we have to divide the country up.” Bashir spoke in a hard metallic voice, as if he were
dispensing judgment. “I only say that there is justification for what some Muslims have started saying. … In a
democracy we shall always be under the Hindus. We cannot tolerate that. We belong to the race of conquerors.”
“History never shows a race of permanent conquerors,” said Hamid with an impatient gesture. “Besides,
Muslims can have their majority provinces with safeguards at the Center. British Raj cannot last indefinitely.
World opinion is already against them. And on the same basis, Hyderabadi Muslims have no right to rule the
Hindu majority. We must all be prepared for changes.”
Hamid spoke with intense conviction.
“The Hindus were not born to be rulers, they are yogis,” Bashir asserted with equal conviction. “The Muslims
never accepted British domination easily. Don’t forget that we were the first to strike a blow at British rule. The
Mutiny of 1857 was our attempt at freeing India. We fought an open battle, and not this Ahimsa-non-violence.
Even the Hindu diet is all wrong. No one can be strong on mere vegetables!”
“I don’t agree with you there,” said Hamid with a jerk of his head. “But anyway, in a free India, nobody is
going to tie you down to sectarian habits. Even amongst them, there are many non-vegetarian sects.”
“Altogether, it’s their way of life against ours—the two can never meet. How can we come closer to each other
when they won’t even eat with us?”
“I am not defending Hindu conservatism, but I cannot defend Muslim narrowness either,” said Hamid heatedly.
“Muslims are not narrow.” Bashir was emphatic. “That’s our difficulty. Like the camel we can never see our
own hump.”
Hamid gave a despairing shrug.
“You have no right to call yourself a Muslim!” Bashir’s tone was so offensive that Zohra, no longer able to
control herself, suddenly burst out:
“It’s people like you who make one almost wish one were a Hindu. There should be some toleration, a spirit of
give and take. We all have Hindu friends, and what is the difference? Except, perhaps, that they are cleverer!”
“Hamid has been undermining you. I don’t think his influence is good for any susceptible young person.”
Bashir’s voice was scornful.
“A little while ago you asked me when I would stop acting like a young girl. I should now like to know when
you will stop treating me like one,” she asked haughtily, rising from the chair. “If I am susceptible, you cannot
change me. I shall be influenced by whomsoever I like!”
With a proud toss of her head, she left the room. She had never talked to him like this before.

132

Bashir, angry and hurt, and no longer able to bear his brother’s company, soon followed her. …
1904
33.61 A Woman’s Fast\fn{by Subhadra Kumari Chauhan (1904-1948)} Allahabad, Allahabad District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (F) 2
There was no doctor in the whole city who could be compared to Dr. Misra. He had a good practice. He was
also a jovial, affable and generous person. His pleasant nature and lively manner of speaking could even bring the
dead back to life! Even a man groaning with pain would start laughing. He was so easy with his patients that it
seemed as though he were a relative or close friend. Sometimes in order to drive despair away and instill
confidence and hope instead, he would spend hours with a sick man, talking of all kinds of matters.
He was especially fond of children. This was why, whenever he appeared on any of the streets, the children
would come running out to hold his hand. Besides, he had with him an added attraction—one that drew the largest
crowds—a pocketful of sugar pills, which he kept solely for the children. He was a homeopathic practitioner. And
once the children spotted him they wouldn’t rest content unless they had tasted the pills; this is why he always had
to keep some plain unmedicated pills with him.
One day as usual some children surrounded him. On this day he had with him in the tonga some fruits and
sweets given him by a patient. So, instead of sugar pills, the doctor began to give the children the sweets.
Among them was a ten-year-old girl whom the doctor had not seen before. Her face had a certain innocence
and her eyes in particular, had a piercing glow that made her unforgettable. The doctor stretched his hand out to
offer her a sweet, too. But the girl drew back awkwardly and shook her head shyly in refusal. A child refusing
sweets: that seemed rather strange. The doctor took out two laddus instead of one and affectionately coaxed her to
take them. The girl shook her head again in refusal. The doctor asked:
“Why, little daughter, why won’t you take the laddus?”
“Today is Ekadasi. How can one eat sweets on this day?”
The doctor started laughing and asked:
“What about all these other children who are eating?”
“Men can eat, women do not. My grandmother says that on Ekadasi we should not eat any kind of food.”
“So you keep the fast of Ekadasi too?”
“Why not? My grandmother says that we must always observe religious customs.”
The doctor visited several sick people that day and was, as usual, mobbed by children on the streets. So he had
quite forgotten the girl. But at bedtime when he put out the lamp and lay on his bed, he remembered her again.
The image of her shy eyes, the innocent yet determined face, and the way she refused the sweets came back
vividly before his eyes.
Later the doctor learned that she lived in a housing colony some distance away. Her father was a poor Brahmin
who worked as a priest in a nearby temple. Only two years earlier the girl had been married, and only six months
later, widowed. Her head had been shaved according to the old customs. That was why she was bald.
In that family there were two widows. One was the priest’s aged mother, the other this unfortunate girl. For
one, life was a past filled with darkness through which a few happy memories glimmered like stars on a foggy
sky. For the other, life was a future filled with darkness. One could only be glad that the girl was as yet unaware
of it. The daily routine for each widow (one aged sixty and the other aged ten) was the same—abstinence and
rigor. The poor girl was not aware that soon there would be a battle between abstinence and youth in her life.
*
Ten years passed after the doctor first met the girl. He had, during that time, felt the city to be inadequate for
his practice and moved to another, larger city. There his professional skills shone even more. The poor and rich
alike knocked at his door.
It was a large city. All kinds of organizations and societies flourished there and every organization wanted men
like Dr. Misra to join it. But Dr. Misra, with his busy schedule, continued to avoid these involvements.
Around the same time there was a great deal of debate about the ritual suddi and the effort to unify Hindus. A
people who had not moved for centuries suddenly noticed that their numbers were decreasing day by day and
those of other religions, particularly Islam, were increasing. Hindus feared that if the trend continued, in another
hundred and fifty years\fn{It will be appreciated that much older civilizations think in much longer time periods .} there might be
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a few Hindu-sounding names but hardly a trace of a practicing Hindu. One would probably find only Muslims.
Most Hindus acknowledged the importance of the efforts to create awareness among wayward Hindus and to
convert non-Hindus. The Arya Samaj had already held large rallies and had even performed five or ten suddis.
Among Hindus, some were happy about the activity, but other, more orthodox ones felt that all these efforts were
of no use.
The Muslims had also begun to emphasize organization and preaching.
But none of this influenced Dr. Misra. People from both communities consulted him, and he treated all his
patients with equal care and dedication. Besides, he loved the children of both communities. According to him,
the suddi ceremonies of the Hindus and the excited preaching of the Muslims were equally meaningless.
One day while the doctor was in his clinic a frightened, ordinary-looking Muslim came and asked the doctor to
accompany him immediately. He explained that his wife was very ill. About a year ago she’d given birth to a child
when she was with her parents. Not being able to get proper treatment in the village, she fell ill, so Rahman
brought her back to the city. But day by day her health deteriorated. The doctor set out in a tonga with Rahman to
examine the sick woman. At the turning of a narrow lane the tonga stopped.
Here, just a short distance from the canal, was Rahman’s house. The house was a humble mud one, a piece of
sacking served as a curtain at the entrance. The curtain was torn in a couple of places. There was a mud-red stain
on it where someone had spit out betel juice. Just beyond the entrance was a small porch, which led to a room.
This was Rahman's main room, which also served as the kitchen. Rahman earned his living by rolling beedis.\fn
{The hand-rolled, native cigarettes.} On rainy days this room would serve as Rahman’s workshop as well, since it
would be difficult to work on the porch with rainwater splashing in. A door at the other end of the room led to
another small room, which served as the latrine. It smelled foul.
Rahman went into the room first and Dr. Misra waited at the entrance. He went inside only when Rahman
called him. As he entered the room a hen, clucking with fright, flapped its wings and fled, running between his
legs. Rahman offered the doctor a stool to sit on. His wife was lying on the cot. The filth all around and the stuffy
air filling the room worried the doctor. He examined first the pulse and then the chest of the patient. He could
detect no illness other than weakness. He said:
“She’s not suffering from any illness; she is just very weak. Do you feed her broth?”
“If only she would eat broth! I am tired of persuading her. She does not eat anything except a porridge of sago
and milk. Is there any strength in that?”
The doctor asked, “Why, is there any reason why she won’t eat?”
“What reason could there be, Doctor? She says she cannot digest it at all.” The doctor laughed and asked,
“Come now, why can’t it be digested? I assure you, everything can be digested.”
“Doctor, please do me this one favor. Feed her some broth yourself, because I know she will not listen to me."
The doctor turned toward Rahman’s wife and asked:
“Will you, if I ask, drink a little broth? I’ll take the responsibility for your digestion.”
She did not reply. She merely shook her head. She turned her face to the wall. It was clear that she did not want
to look at the doctor.
“You must eat a little broth while I’m here today; you will certainly feel better after that,” the doctor repeated.
She still shook her head in refusal and didn’t utter a word.
The doctor would not give up so easily, though. He asked Rahman to bring him some broth if it was ready.
Rahman eagerly picked up a bowl and went out into the yard to clean it. At this moment Rahman’s wife raised
her eyes pleadingly to the doctor and said:
“Doctor, please forgive me, but I cannot drink the broth.”
The voice sounded familiar and her eyes had something so special about them that the doctor felt a bit giddy. A
faded memory reappeared before his eyes. Involuntarily his lips formed the question:
“Why?”
With overflowing eyes the woman answered:
“It is Ekadasi today.”
The doctor was shaken. Wide-eyed, he remained staring at her. From that day onward, Dr. Misra became a
supporter of suddi.
70.53 The Africa Boat\fn{by Laxmanrao Sardessai (1904-1986)} Savoi-Verem, North Goa District, Goa State, India
(M) 4
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“A ship! A ship!”
A cry rose from the black corporal’s lips. He was trembling. He spun round and thumped his musket on the
floor. He looked through the sea mist, his eyes peeled, and then, as if to dispel any doubt he turned to me and said:
“Don’t you see the Africa boat?”
Through the thick mist I could see the faint dark outline of the ship.
Imprisoned on alien soil, these black soldiers jumped and danced at the sight of a vessel—however big or
small. The approaching ship conjured up an image of Africa—a lush green paradise, a snug cottage thatched with
bamboo and dry grass, a granary, and the company of young women. Huge, clumsy alligators in the Zambezi.
These images grew in their mind’s eye and then the excitement the waiting and the wanting overwhelmed them.
That’s when they called their black comrades from their scattered posts in the Fort and danced with joy. They
clapped and whistled, drumming on empty tins to express their longing to return to their homeland.
Nicolav seemed to be the only one disappointed by the sight of the ship. He gripped the bars of the window
and with a sad expression, turned to me and said:
“The two years of our contract are over. We’ll be going back next week.” His tone implied that he did not want
this to happen.
The scene before us was the usual frenzied dance of the blacks, mad with the prospect of seeing their homeland once again; yet there was something more precious than that pulling Nicolav away. He pushed his hand
through the window for a cigarette, put the musket down on the steps and sat down. He lit the cigarette I had just
given him and then looked at me like a caged animal. After a while, I asked him:
“You don’t like Africa?”
“I love Africa but I don’t want to go there just yet.”
His broad face darkened, but I detected a hint of tenderness in his voice. Could Nicolav be in love? The
thought went through my mind like a dart. But the love escapades of these corporals had become legend over the
last few months. No sooner had they laid their hands on their wages, they ran to the lanes where they could buy
love and paradise for a few days. There were some twenty-five odd prostitutes who had set up shop under small
thatched roofs just outside the Fort walls. For a few days, these men would call the chosen ones their wives and
even boast about their beauty and skills. As the month came to a close, the thatched roofs of those houses seemed
to come apart. Came the new month and new wives replaced the old ones. The roofs came up and went down as
passions rose and fell. Through all this tidal wave of passion, however, they never once lost sight of their homeland and the boat that would take them there. Nicolav did not reveal his innermost feelings to me that day. I gave
him a little advice:
“If you don’t want to leave on the Africa boat you could make an application addressed to the superior officer.
He’ll be happy to allow you to stay on, I’m sure.”
He took my advice and wrote out an application immediately. He signed the document, then folded the piece of
paper neatly and put it in his pocket. He seemed satisfied with this new development. We could see the ship quite
clearly now and the dance of the corporals before us reached a frenzied peak.
*
Days went by. I saw a sea-change in Nicolav’s behavior. When I was first taken prisoner along with some of
my friends and interned at Fort Aguada, he had been cruelty itself. When he was on guard duty, we could not hope
for any kindness. He would never chat with us, never ask for a cigarette. He would not even allow us to talk
except in whispers. If we even so much as exchanged a sentence in Konkani or shared a joke, he’d think we were
laughing at him. That would really get to him and he would swear and curse and thump the butt of his gun on the
floor. One day, while we were at our baths at the well he had even attacked one of my comrades. We had taken
our complaints to the Commander and he was severely punished for his brutality. Naturally, that had not helped
improve relations. We had seen the inhuman side of him for about three months. It was only in the last month that
he had suddenly changed. He would often go into raptures over the beauty of Goan girls. After that, he would
allow us a little more time for a stroll. Sometimes he’d even help us draw the water from the well for our baths.
When the bugle went off at the stroke of six, all the soldiers held their tin plates in their hands and stood in a
queue for dinner. It was a fare of half-cooked or burnt rice and fish soup, served and eaten quickly. Those who
were too ill to eat or too sick of the Fort food would throw the leftovers into the sea and then watch the fish fight
over it.
Nicolav was the only one who did not do any of these things. He would save the leftovers on his plate in a
small tin bowl and then disappear with them from the Fort. I watched him do this over fifteen days. A picture had
emerged before me that probably explained everything. The Africa boat, his application, the sea-change in his
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behavior over the past month and his stealing away with food after every meal could only mean one thing. But I
was determined to find out the whole truth from the man himself.
When he was not on duty, Nicolav spent all his time on the Fort wall with his fishing hook and line. At high
tide, the waves would lash the Fort walls and in the rains the water cascaded over the rocks. Even in the rains,
Nicolav never stopped fishing. He’d throw his line, wait for a bite and then pull the line up with a whoop of joy.
He would then release the creature thrashing about in the throes of death, and push it into his bag. He often caught
five or six fish this way. He would even give us two or three through the bars in our windows, before slipping out
through the back stairs. His comrades would nudge each other and laugh behind his back but it did not seem to
bother him.
A few days after the Africa boat had come in, Nicolav arrived on duty looking ecstatic. He looked at me and
said:
“They’ve accepted my application. I shall be able to stay on for another year now.”
The poet in me tried to guess what noose it was that had bound him to this land which was not his. The
Bombay boat was making its way into the Mandovi. I could see the sandy beach across the bay. The row of
coconut trees there seemed to touch the waters of the sea. On my right, the wide open sea had spread itself out.
Some ships could be seen moving in from the direction of Siridao. There must have been a hundred or so Arab
fishing dhows, lying in wait for the night’s catch. Then the water’s edge and the green shade seemed to take a turn
on a curve and disappear into thick darkness.
“Would you like to see my wife?” Nicolav said suddenly, catching hold of my hand.
“Wife?” I must have sounded shocked. After all, I was familiar with the “wives” of the black soldiers. Nicolav
saw the surprise and the suspicion on my face.
“No, no. Not that kind of wife—a wedded wife,” he said.
I looked at him in amazement. He spent a good part of the day telling me his story—the marriage, the love
between them. A young girl, true love, undaunted courage, supreme sacrifice—all this came together in Nicolav’s
love story. The object of his affections was not a black girl. She was a young Goan maid called Marie, attached to
the household of a rich Catholic landowner. Nicolav and the girl had at first had a loose, unconditional
relationship. Then they got to know each other and fell in love. When the rich landlord showed exactly how cruel
and violent he could be, she ran away from his household and came to Nicolav for shelter. Nicolav built her a
small hut near the Fort walls and she began living there. It was for her that he saved the food from his plate and it
was for her that he spent all his time catching fish.
After that day, Nicolav shared with me all the little incidents that had brought them together. He told me how
his comrades teased him about the clandestine match, how he faced up to all the odds, how his Commander gave
him his support and how he had managed to shut his comrades up after the wedding.
His sincerity was transparent. I gave him all the encouragement I could. In turn, he allowed me and my
compatriots all the freedom he could give. One day he said:
“We will go out for a stroll tonight.”
I was stunned. He said:
“I trust you completely. I’m quite certain you will not make any attempt to break out.”
I had often dreamed of taking that stroll on the free sand of the beach, of going out of the walls of the Fort. We
did have the freedom to spend an hour along the bastion walls of the prison cells, but we could see little from our
cell windows. We could see the sea but could not touch it, we could hear peoples’ voices but could not see them. I
trembled at the idea of a walk outside the walls of the Fort. From somewhere deep inside me, came the courage to
do it. I told Nicolav that I would come.
*
Nine o’clock. It was pitch dark but there was a sparkle on the sea. The row of coconut trees along the opposite
bank formed a thick black outline on the edge of the water. The beacon light from the lighthouse of Aguada swept
the sky, wiping it clean. The forty or fifty cannon of the Fort had sealed their lips and gazed out at the ocean. Out
in the open and in their barracks, those hundred or so black soldiers went about their business, weary with the
waiting, singing or playing on some sort of African musical instrument. The waves lashed the wall that stretched
from the main gate to the rear exit of the Fort, as if calling out to us.
The cell door opened. I got out. I followed Nicolav out through the back door. There were lights in the thatched
huts by the side of the Fort wall and some activity too. About one furlong from the door was a raised wall. We
climbed gingerly over this wall until we came to a strip of clean sand. We could see some old guards of the Fort in
silhouette. The beam from the lighthouse swung relentlessly. I was out of my prison cell and the Fort and yet I
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was still a prisoner. Even so, the joy of walking, running on a sandy beach! Of being able to feel the trunk of a
coconut tree! Nicolav was a good distance away from me. I had forgotten he was there!
After about an hour he came close to me and said:
“Come, I shall take you to see my wife.”
I followed him. It would have been impossible to dissuade him. All of nature was silent; only the waves lapped
ceaselessly. The darkness was thick and still and the skies lay wide open over us.
Soon we came to a thatched hut. We had startled her. Nicolav assured her that all was well. She did not look a
day over twenty. There she was, this twenty-year-old girl who had only a few months ago sold her body to a rich
landlord, and, yet now on her lips danced the smile of unspoken love. Brown-skinned, she had small sharp eyes
with the innocence and simplicity of the blacks in them. Nicolav’s hair had such a kink—as if his head had been
covered by a tight coarse blanket!—but Marie’s was long and straight. The light of an inner beauty shone through
her. I could see why Nicolav was in love with her.
After I had settled down, Nicolav began extolling the virtues of his young wife. I nodded my head in
agreement. He pushed a cup of wine before me which I declined with a laugh. He polished it off in a few gulps.
The warmth in his tone seemed to get richer as the evening went by. His voice filled with ecstasy, he said:
“Some day I shall take her with me to Africa.”
“But only after you’ve become a father!” I said, indicating the swelling of her belly.
“I shall be a father four months from now! Step by step!”
He caught her in his arms and started rocking her gently by the shoulders. He kissed her cheeks and caressed
her long hair. He must have thought that the joy of having a loving wife was his alone in the whole wide world!
He began to extol the virtues of India, the land that had given him this precious gift.
“The day your Marie lands in Africa, your land will be filled with my brethren!”
They both loved what I had just said.
I heard the gong strike eleven. We got up to leave.
“Come and see us before we leave for Africa,” she said shyly.
A few minutes later I was back inside my cell. Their nationalities, their religions, their languages had not stood
in their way! That thought ran through my mind.
*
Nicolav was changing a little every day. He appeared to be shedding his old bad habits like so many layers of
skin. He had even learned to read and write Portuguese and had started paying attention to his clothes. He would
not now dream of paying a few annas for the pleasures of the flesh, or get involved in a drunken brawl. His mind
focused only on his wife and the baby growing inside her womb. His whole being seemed to be waiting for that
event—the birth of his baby. What would this child be like? A love-child from the womb of an Indian girl? What
would its eyes be like? And its hair? What color would it be?
These thoughts kept his imagination alive. He would watch the antics of his comrades at the Fort and wonder
what it was that had changed his own life, made it so different from theirs. All he was waiting for was to go back
home and show his brothers and sisters, his relations, this wonderful, precious thing that he had gained in the East.
How he yearned for their congratulations! Now he had started making enquiries about the boat to Africa. He had
appealed to the government on behalf of his wife. They had given him permission to travel with his new family.
And then one morning he came to my cell window and burst out:
“Marie’s had a son!”
He was clearly overcome by his emotions. I had seen his personality grow over the past year. In any case, I
could do very little else in the prison cell but read and think! I had seen a clumsy oaf turn into a happy man. He
could not wait to get back to Africa now. Anxiously, he waited for news of the boat.
Finally, a boat named the Zambezi arrived at Mormugao port and he decided he’d leave with his wife and child
in the next two days. That evening he said to me:
“I am very keen that you should come and see my son. We shall go out tonight.”
In the face of his emotions, I could not but agree.
*
The door opened at the stroke of nine just like it had done the other night. I got out of my cell and left by the
back door. This time there was a full moon. Nature seemed to be decked with jewels and all the creatures of the
night sang her praises. The waves lapped the shores in whispers and disappeared on the sandy bank. The beacon
from the Fort lighthouse swept over the waters and the forests.
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Nicolav's family life was brimming with his love. Marie had her three-month-old son in her lap. The child had
all the features of a black. I picked him up. This robust little child would surely bear the long journey to Africa, I
said to myself
Nicolav offered me a drink made with mangoes. He had made arrangements for some fruit for me. I must have
been there for an hour. Nicolav would be on that boat in a day from now. Another band of soldiers would come
and he would hand over charge of the guard to them.
As we got up to leave, Nicolav said to me:
“Go to the seashore. Sit between the two poles there. I will be with you in an hour.”
I came down the slope to the seashore and walked briskly. The Fort and Nicolav’s hut became two dots on the
horizon. They must have been at least half a mile away. There was no one about. Even the coconut fronds were
still. The waves lapped the shore in near-silence. In a flash, a thought entered my head. I had gone far beyond the
limits of the two poles on the shore. I had just gone on walking. I could see a few houses under the shadows of the
coconut trees and Candolim village before me.
There was nobody who could stop me now. I could be free! Free of prison and the boredom of it! I could shock
the world! “Political Prisoner Escapes From Aguada Fort Jail,” the Bombay newspapers would say.
My trial had not even begun yet. They had held me here without so much as a trial. I had a few friends in
Candolim village. I could spend the night with them and then go underground the next day. I started walking
faster. No one could even see my shadow as I walked under the coconut trees.
The courage to escape had been hitherto dormant within me. It was as if something or somebody was pulling
me towards the village.
Just then, my eyes fell upon the light from the lighthouse and I saw Nicolav’s hut. I saw in that light Nicolav,
his little family, the Africa boat and his dreams.
I stopped in my tracks and looked at the shoreline.
I saw a happy picture of Nicolav and his little family on that shoreline.
I turned back.
I went up to the two poles and had barely sat down when a shape appeared from out of the darkness. It was
Nicolav.
He had been running. I stood up. He hugged me. Overcome with emotion, we headed towards the Fort. That
night, every line the waves made on the mouth of the Mandovi river looked to me like a smile.
78.204 Side By Side\fn{by Premendrea Mitra (1904-1988)} Benaras, Benaras District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 5
A partition of coarse matting separated the families. But it was useless. It did not give them any privacy.
It would not have made any difference if the partition had been of some costlier material. The bath and latrine
were common. The two families who lived there because of the cheapness of the rent were forced to lower their
standards of privacy, adapting themselves to the circumstances.
There were many disadvantages.
“Look for another place, Bapu,” Mejo Bou would say as she fanned her husband while he ate. “How long can
we live like this?”
It was time for Bidhu Bhusan’s office. He swallowed his rice in large mouthfuls, as quickly as possible,
avoiding the labor of chewing it. If he heard her he did not answer.
“Someday is always at the water tap,” Mejo Bou went on. “I can never get near it. The old Pishima is always
there. She can’t get rid of her mania for cleanliness. She’s washed the flesh off her hands and feet.”
“Huh,” Bidhu Bhusan commented, finding time to draw a breath as he finished his meal.
“No, not just huh! Why should I put up with so much inconvenience when we pay the full rent? You must look
for another place.” Bidhu Bhusan emptied his glass of water with a gulp, stood up and asked, “Is there any betel?”
“Yes, my dear, yes,” Mejo Bou was angry. “I’ve killed myself with talking! There’s no way of knowing
whether I’m speaking to a man or a stone. You never pay any attention to me. You never have.”
She handed him the betel nut after he had washed and added, “What does it matter to you? You don’t have to
put up with it! You are always out. Your meal is ready when you come in. You eat and snore!”
“Huh,” repeated Bidhu Bhusan as he buttoned his coat.
“If you had to take my place for a day you would understand how trying it is to live like this! It’s difficult to
get along even with the child. He’s always breaking things. His mother never scolds him!”
Bidhu Bhusan spoke as he put his feet into his shoes. “Don’t forget to mend my clothes or they’ll go to the
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laundry as they are.”
“Let them,” Mejo Bou was annoyed. “I can’t mend them! My face is sore with talking. You don’t take any
notice at all!”
But by that time Bidhu Bhusan was out of the front door.
Mejo Bou knew her husband, so she did not stay angry for long. In the ten years of her married life she had
learned that human speech was a dispensable luxury to this man. He never used it except when absolutely
necessary and then as little as possible. So she only grumbled to herself for a while and then grew quiet.
Amal called to her from the other side of the partition. “Please come for a minute, Boudi. You’re the only
person who can settle this.” When Mejo Bou did not respond at once he came himself, holding his wife by one
hand and his son by the other.
“What’s the matter this time?” Mejo Bou forced a smile.
“Just see!” exclaimed Amal with mock gravity, “how impudent she is!”
“You old fool!” His wife, Kananbala, tried to free herself, interrupting him in a voice full of suppressed
irritation. “Will you never stop being silly? Let go! Pishima will be here any minute!”
“Uhuh! Let there be justice first!” Amal held on to her, as he turned to Mejo Bou. “You see this beautiful
child? He is as bright s the moon. Now she claims he gets his beauty from his mother’s side.”
Mejo Bou laughed. “It is no laughing matter,” Amal was solemn. “You must decide. You saw his uncles when
they came to visit us the other day. Didn’t they look as though they were dumped on to the earth in a hurry before
God had quite finished them? And she says this boy looks like them.”
Kananbala shook him. “Aren’t you ashamed?” she cried. “Let go!”
“What judgment shall I give?” asked Mejo Bou, smiling.
“Why? All you have to say is that these lotus eyes, this nose, as straight as a flute, this warm golden
complexion, are all just like mine! It is very plain! His legs may be thick like his uncles. You can add that if you
must.”
“The way you speak matches your looks!” Kananbala succeeded in freeing herself and fled.
“Then I’ve won the case, haven’t I?” Amal demanded.
Mejo Bou only smiled.
Amal was a little too high-spirited. Sometimes he overdid his joking. But Mejo Bou found it impossible to be
angry with him. There was a genuine candor in his speech and manner.
It was the behavior of his wife, Kananbala, that was intolerable. The girl was selfish and arrogant.
“Must one be a graduate to get a job selling tickets in a cinema?” Mejo Bou asked her husband secretly.
“I’ve never heard so,” Bidhu Bhusan answered with a smile.
“How she argued with me!” Mejo Bou said, reassured. “Kanan says here husband has a B.A. degree and that
only graduates are allowed to sell tickets in a cinema.”
“Ands all I did was to say that if you had not fallen ill you would have been able to pass your B.A.
examination,” Mejo Bou went on with a deprecating smile, “and at once she declared that her husband had won a
scholarship on the results of his B.A. Now tell me, does anyone who wins a scholarship sell tickets at a cinema?”
Bidhu Bhusan lay with closed eyes. He did not answer.
“I lost patience,” Mejo Bou said, “and said as much to her. How she argued with me about it! she insisted that
selling tickets is a graduate’s job! Her conceit burns me up!”
“Bah! Are you asleep?” Mejo Bou asked when she heard a snore.
“No,” Bidhu Bhusan replied shortly.
“Her husband sells tickets for a salary of twenty-five rupees a month. And look at the airs she gives herself!
She never talks of anything under fifty lakhs!\fn{1 lakh = 100,000 rupees.} Remember the mangoes you bought the
other day? I went to give the child a couple of them. Instead of being pleased she said, ‘I don’t know whether my
son will like them or not. He isn’t in the habit of eating such a cheap variety!’ Then she began telling me how her
father never bought any but the very best fazli and langra mangoes. I felt like taking the mangoes back and I
would have done so but the child would have had to go without any.”
Bidhu Bhusan’s snores had gathered volume.
“What a fine listener I have!” Mejo Bou got up.
The two families, held in proximity only by the pressure of poverty, lived a patched existence in the small
house.
If there was discord there was also harmony.
“Do you hear me?” Amal asked as he stepped into the kitchen. “Is Elder Brother at home?”
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“No. Why?” Mejo Bou was surprised at his whispering.
“He isn’t? Then it’s all right. To tell the truth the sight of Elder Brother frightens me. People who don’t talk are
difficult to handle. Whenever he looks at me I feel as though I’ve been caught stealing mango cake in the pantry
and he is about to pull my ears.”
“I’ll tell him to,” Mejo Bou laughed. “But what is it?”
Amal lowered his voice. “We’re going to play a joke on Pishima. Please! You must come!”
“No! No!” Mejo Bou protested. “She is old. I do not like teasing old people.”
But Amal refused to let her off. “Please! Please! It won’t be any fun unless you join us.”
It was impossible to say no to Amal. Mejo Bou assented against her will.
Pishima had just finished her daily worship.
“Pishima,” Amal said with a sigh, “have you heard what has happened? A calamity!”
“No, Amal, what is it?” Pishima was all curiosity.;
“Bah! Don’t you know?” Amal feigned the greatest surprise. “Everybody in Calcutta will do penance
tomorrow.”
“Why? What has happened?”
“Why! Ask Mejo Bou! Elder Brother read it in the papers today. You drank water yesterday, didn’t you? Water
from the tap?”
Pishima nodded.
“Then! You see what catastrophe it is! Fresh buffalo blood!”
Pishima shuddered. “What are you saying? What buffalo blood?”
“So what! A buffalo fell into the water tank yesterday. It was pulled out with a lot of trouble but then they
found that one of the buffalo’s legs was cut off. The leg was still in the tank.”
“After that—” Pishima asked, holding her breath.
“They looked for the leg. But by that time it had been minced in the machinery and distributed through all the
taps in Calcutta. People had already drunk the polluted water without knowing it.”
Pishima did not think of questioning the possibility of such a thing happening. She was terribly afraid of
pollution\fn{Ritual pollution is meant, through having eaten or touched something spiritually poisonous .} in a terror-stricken
voice: “What will happen, Amal?”
“What can happen?” Amal answered gravely. “The priests have made all necessary arrangements. Tell her,
Mejo Bou, what Elder Brother read in the papers this morning.”
Mejo Bou and Kanan were finding it difficult to keep from laughing.
“Everybody is to do penance,” Amal explained. “And that is not an easy matter. It must be made possible for
everybody, rich and poor. The priests are considerate. Three Brahmins must be fed. If you cannot afford to feed
more it does not matter. And an offering of five and a half annas must be made. That is not much, is it?”
Pishima was known for her miserliness. But how could she object when everybody had to do it?
“Elder Brother and I make two Brahmins,” Amal said slyly, winking at his wife. “Shall we invite Nanda from
next door?”
Mejo Bou and Kanan hid their faces in their saris to conceal their laughter.
The child also drew the two families together.
He was always hungry. He came up and held out his hand at all hours, refusing to go away until he was given
something to eat. He had not the slightest objection to stealing food when the opportunity offered.
Mejo Bou had no children. There was no hope of her ever having nay. Being unaccustomed to children the
naughtiness of the boy now and then annoyed her. But she could not push him away. For some reason or other the
child was extremely fond of her.
The first thing in the morning the four-year-old child presented himself at her door with a bowl, saying,
“Auntie, luchi!”\fn{A note reads: a kind of Bengali bread fried in butter, making soft round puffed balls.}
One night Mejo Bou had cooked luchis for their supper. The child had been asleep so she put some aside for
him and gave them to him the next morning. From then on he woke up every day in the hope of being given luchi.
Unless and until he got them he cried and made a scene.
The unnecessary bother was annoying to Mejo Bou but still she put aside all her other work to make luchis for
him every night.
Their family consisted of only two souls, husband and wife. Their habits were neat, their home tidy. The child
untidied everything.
His favorite room was their bedroom. He piled all the pillows around him on the bed to make himself an
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automobile. Just the making of it did not satisfy him. His auntie had to stand and watch him drive it and listen to
the noise of the engine. And if necessary she had to allow herself to be run over and shriek appropriately.
Many of the old dolls which Mejo Bou had carefully treasured in her almirah met their fate in the pitiless
hands of the child. She now had to take things into consideration which had never worried her before. The
matches had to be kept where they could not be found. A new place to keep the kerosene was made on top of the
almirah. The boy preferred it to any other oil for his hair.
Recently Mejo Bou had taken another little square of carpet out of her chest of drawers. The boy knew as
exactly as the hand of a clock when it was time for Bidhu Bhusan’s morning and afternoon tea. A sip did not
content him. He had to have a place made ready for him just as a place was made ready for Bidhu Bhusan. He
wanted a square of carpet and a cup to himself For several days Mejo Bou tried to distract his attention at tea time
and send him elsewhere but she was unsuccessful. He was not easily deceived.
But in the end it was the child who was the cause of the estrangement between the families.
He was taken ill in the morning. The illness did not seem to be serious. He vomited once or twice and passed
several loose motions.\fn{Stools.} He was a child and easily upset. Mejo Bou asked her husband about the
symptoms and offered to give him a dose of homeopathic medicine. She was completely confounded by the
attitude of Pishima.
“You bring him medicine, my dear,” she said acidly, “but you ought to know it is no use watering a plant after
cutting the root with an axe.”
Mejo Bou did not understand. She looked at her in perplexed surprise. Pishima had no desire to leave her
meaning vague. She turned to Kanan and said:
“You two are so over-friendly! I am afraid even to mention it. What is it to me? I have not grown old without
learning anything. I new something was going to happen.”
Kanan’s face clouded. “What can I do?” she exclaimed irritably. “I have nothing to do with it! How can I help
it if a person has no sense of shame?”
Mejo Bou had no difficulty in surmising that they were referring to her. But she could not divine the reason for
such a sudden accusation.
Pishima did not leave her long in doubt.
“In no household are meals measured exactly to need. Something is always left over. But should leftovers be
given to so young a child? At all hours? Just see, my dear, what eating leavings has done to him!”
The unjust attack hurt Mejo Bou so much she quivered with revulsion. The night before she had cooked
payesh\fn{A note reads: a desert made with sweetened milk.} so she had, as on other days, kept some for the boy and given
it to him in the morning. She might have taken too much interest in making nice dishes for the boy but she had
never imagined that such a distorted interpretation would be put upon it.
“I did not force him to eat it, Pishima,” she said with scorn. “You don’t give him enough to eat! The child is
always on the lookout for scraps!”
Kanan’s anger vented itself on her son. She gave the sick child a box on the ear and screamed, “Serves you
right, unfortunate child! I’ve forbidden you so often. You simply won’t obey!”
“Auntie! Auntie!” the child burst into tears.
But Pishima poured a bitter honey into her voice as she spoke to Mejo Bou: “It is nothing to be so angry about,
my dear. That is the way children are. How can you know? God has withheld motherhood from you.”
Majo Bou could not stand it any longer. Reduced almost to tears with hurt and rage and grief she came away.
Pishima went on: “That is why I am afraid. The affection of people who are not fated to have children brings a
curse.”
The child began to cry again. “I want to go to Auntie! I want to go to Auntie!”
That day Mejo Bou had no complaint to make to Bidhu Bhusan. She was brief. “You must look for another
flat,” she said. “I cannot live here.”
The child was easily cured but the estrangement between the families persisted. He succeeded in evading his
mother’s watchfulness now and then and came to see his Auntie still but Mejo Bou took no notice of him and did
not respond when he called.
He tried many tricks in his efforts to break down her resistance, but nothing was of any avail. At last Kanan or
Pishima would come and drag him away by force. Bidhu Bhusan was taciturn by nature. No change was
noticeable in him as a result of the quarrel. And Amal was unchanged. He seemed to know nothing about it at all.
He joked and laughed just as before. Mejo Bou put up with him though she took no pleasure in his jokes.
About this time they came to know that Amal had lost his job.
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“No job will be available now with the labor marked as it is,” Amal said. “I’m thinking of leaving the world
and turning hermit with a blanket and a pot. Send my wife back to her father. Pishima has an allowance of ten
rupees a month. She can manage on that wherever she chooses to live, Benares or Brindaban. With Elder
Brother’s permission I’ll leave the boy with you. You’ll bring him up, won’t you, Boudi?”
Majo Bou forced a smile.
“Are you looking for another flat?” Mejo Bou asked her husband gravely a few days later, calling him into
their bedroom.
“Why?” Bidhu Bhusan asked.
“Do you ask me why?” Mejo bou lost her temper. “Amal has lost his job. They haven’t enough to eat twice a
day, not to mention other things. Are you prepared to pay all the expenses yourself?”
Bidhu Bhusan said nothing.
“If you must know more, look at this!” Mejo Bou slapped the can of oil which she held in her hand noisily
down in front of him. “It is only the seventh of the month and I have not used more than a fourth of the tin yet the
oil is down to the bottom!”
Bidhu Bhusan looked up in surprise. Mejo Bou went on:
“I certainly never thought a person so proud would stoop so low. It’s disgraceful! But I can’t quarrel over it.
Now tell me whether you’ll look for another flat or not?”
“I’ll think about it,” Bidhu Bhusan said as he went out.
Petty thefts continued. Mejo Bou was compelled to put a lock on her kitchen. She understood Kanan’s need.
But it filled her with contempt to see that, though Kanan was too proud to ask for anything, she did not hesitate to
take what she required. In a way she ought to have been pleased at Kanan’s defeat but the thought of Amal and of
the boy spoiled any gratification it might have given her.
Amal came home at night. His face was tired. He had spent the whole day looking for a job. Bu he still smiled.
“Do you know what happened today, Boudi?” he asked, calling her. “All our worries are over.”
He went on despite her silence. “I was tired with walking up and down the streets so I stopped to rest a little. I
became conscious of a pair of hungry eyes watching me. If you could have seen the appeal in them, Boudi! No,
no, it was not a beggar. It was a fortune teller, a fortune teller! He sits under a banyan all day long with a one
pice\fn{¼ of an anna.} book of palmistry open in front of him. I really felt sorry for him. I put my hand in my
pocket and discovered two pice.”
Mejo Bou was rolling out chapatis. Amal took the rolling pin away from her and said, “Leave your chapatis.
Listen first to what I have to say. Those two pice were for my cigarette and betel nut. It occurred to me that I
might go without them for a day and let the fellow have a little flattened rice and molasses. I went up to him and
held out my hand. If you could have seen how pleased he was! He just didn’t know quite what to do with it. Do
you know what he told me?”
“What did he say?” Mejo Bou felt interested in spite of herself.
“Next month is Ashar, isn’t it?” Amal gave a serene smile. “Just wait until after the fifteenth! The Gaekwar of
Baroda will be nothing compared to me! There is an evil and cunning planet—the name of which I forget—that
apparently has nothing to do in heaven for it has set upon me, bringing me misfortune. But why should that be
allowed? The evil thing will lose its power after the fifteenth of Ashar. Whatever I touch then will turn to gold. It
is true, Boudi, the fortune teller put his hand in mine and swore by his sacred thread.\fn{ Which he would be invested
with about puberty, and which he would be instructed to wear, over his right shoulder, throughout his life .} I’ll bring you a basket
full of gold and pour it at your feet. I promise! The way the fellow looked at me, Boudi, I began to wonder
whether he doubted me or his own fortune-telling.”
Mejo Bou joined Amal’s laughter this time. And their laughter lightened the heavy atmosphere in the house for
a time. But for how long!
Bidhu Bhusan found a flat. They decided to move within a few days. But one day Mejo Bou discovered the
real state of things in Amal’s household. She was shocked. It was not surprising that they should be badly off. She
knew that they had been selling utensils to meet their expenses. But she had not imagined things had gone so far.
The child, discouraged by her silence and indifference or perhaps some other reason, did not come to her often
any more. But that morning he came to the kitchen door again and again: Mejo Bou knew he looked longingly at
her. But she did not dare to call him in, despite her\fn{ The text has: call him in despite of her desire.} desire to do so.
From her place in the kitchen she heard him begin to cry. He had been begging for luchis from early morning.
Perhaps they had given him puffed rice which he did not like.
He often cried and was naughty but his trouble was quickly forgotten. That day, for some reason or other, his
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crying did not stop. Kanan and Pishima tried to quieten him. Then they tried to distract his attention to other
things. At last they gave up. Kanan slapped him sharply. The crying turned into a wail.
Mejo Bou, sitting in her kitchen, could hear everything. She was aware of all that went on. She felt like
forgetting her pride and gathering the child into her arms once more but she could not forget Pishima’s parting
words the day of the quarrel. How could she humble herself to people who hit so cruelly a spot so sore to a
woman?
Kanan’s bedroom was next to her kitchen. Pishima’s shrill voice was clearly audible. Today she did not have
any desire to conceal anything.
“Pishima, please, I beg you,” Kanan was saying, “Please be quiet! Have some consideration for our
respectability.”
Pishima spoke hotly:
“Nawab’s\fn{Rich man’s.} wife that you are! You talk of respectability! I fast or eat half a meal a day. Who but
me would do that? All I have is ten rupees a month. You spend it all yourself and still talk of respectability! And
your son of a nawab want luchis! Unless we can get hold of some rice no pot will be put on the stove today.
Unfortunate child! And you ask for luchis! Your father hasn’t earned a pice this month. This old woman is paying
the bills!”
Mejo Bou did not stay to hear more. She shut the kitchen door and went slowly into her bedroom.
But she could not escape there either. The child’s crying and Pishima’s shrill scolding penetrated just the same.
Mejo Bou stood up. A little later she went to Kanan’s door and called: “Pishima!”
Pishima looked up at her in surprise. She found nothing to say. Mejo Bou held out the platter in her hand. “Last
month I borrowed two measures of rice,” she said, “I’ve come to return them.”
The rice on the platter looked like more than two measures. The other things beside it did not appear to be
interest on her debt. Pishima stared in astonishment. Kanan turned to her and said,
“We did not lend her any rice, Pishima. And even if we had, we do not take rice back again.”
Pishima recovered herself. Today she showed no interest in taking Kanan’s part. With extreme rudeness she
said,
“Nobody asked you to interfere. Let it be.”
“Please, my dear, put it down here.” She came forward eagerly and took the platter.
It was very late that night when Mejo Bou finished all her work and came into the bedroom, shutting the door.
“What is that in your hand?” Bidhu Bhusan asked in surprise.
“Nothing,” answered Mejo Bou. “Only the kitchen lock.”
“Didn’t you put it on the door?” Bidhu Bhusan demanded.
“Can’t you see that I haven’t?” Mejo Bou was irritable for no reason at all. “What do I know about it?”
She complained to herself in a murmur: “I’ve seen a lot of women but never one like that! She’s too proud to
put her foot to the ground\fn{To earn money honestly, apparently; the idiom is not further defined .} but she can steal all
right!”
Her words were incoherent to Bidhu Bhusan. He did not understand her meaning, and looked at her
questioningly.
“What can I do, tell me?” Mejo Bou came and stood in front of him, waving her hands. “She won’t take
anything if I offer it to her. That is insulting to the nawab’s daughter! But how can the child be allowed to die of
starvation?”
Bidhu Bhusan was silent for a minute and then he smiled and said, “Then we do not need to move?”
“Need? Why not?” Mejo Bou raised her voice. “Let Amal find a job. I won’t live a day longer with such
people after that!”
68.5 The Devil Has The Moon\fn{by Christine Goutiere Weston (1904-1989)} Unnao, Unnao District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (F) 3
It was a summer evening and the cool air which at this hour sweeps down from the Himalayas smelled
pleasant to Mr. Sanderson, the Eurasian tutor, when he stepped from his room onto the gravel terrace before the
house and gazed down at the lake, which lay pale and unruffled between dark-green hills. The nasal song of a
Pabari on the road that skirted the lake was borne to Mr. Sanderson’s ears, adding to his sense of wellbeing. He
had just finished dining with the family, his employers; now they had dispersed to their rooms and he was free for
the first time today. Free, but rather lonely. He was a sociable person and would have liked to be invited by his
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charges, or by their parents, for a chat or a smoke before bedtime, these little intimacies were not encouraged. The
Strongs were kind to him, he was well treated and well paid, but they were English and he was Eurasian and
neither he nor they could ever quite forget it. When not under the eyes of their parents, his pupils, Hilda, aged
eleven, and Richard, aged eight, often took cruel advantage of him. They had early discovered his extreme
sensitivity and enjoyed playing upon it, alternately exciting him to hysterical laughter and driving him to tears.
Mr. Sanderson was twenty years old and he would have liked to behave towards the children as an older brother,
but they would not accept him. They were, he decided, incapable of finer feeling; they were not even grateful for
what he did for them, striving as he did day by day to lift them out of the giddy ignorance in which they lived. He
had rarely encountered children less interested in study.
Mr. Strong was a retired tea planter who kept talking about going back to England to die but who never went
and who seemed in no immediate danger of dying. When he had engaged Mr. Sanderson as tutor for the children,
he said:
“For God’s sake din some education into them. I’ve had Hilda in school for two years and she hasn’t learned a
thing, not a thing, except some prayers.”
“Teach them history,” Mrs. Strong had begged him. She adored her children but was not equipped to teach
them anything except how to play the mandolin, which they did badly but indefatigably.
“Mathematics,” said Mr. Strong, who had no head for it himself but understood its importance. “Teach them
mathematics, Sanderson. Why, Richard is eight and he can’t do the simplest sum!”
Mr. Sanderson had applied himself to his duties with enthusiasm; after six months the results of his
perseverance were beginning to appear, and he basked in the gratitude of the parents if not in that of the children,
for they knew that whatever knowledge they acquired was due to the merest luck; both had formidable memories
for what they wished to retain and could be as fluent as parrots when in the mood. Appearances, they knew, were
what actually counted—the appearance of knowledge, the appearance of good breeding. Every day, seated at the
study table in the big, glassed-in balcony, they observed their tutor with sly, amused eyes.
One morning, Hilda, bored with syntax, had said:
“Ram Lal is dying. He is dying of pneumonia down there in the room above his shop.” Ram Lal was the
merchant from whom the Strongs bought their groceries.
“All his relations have arrived,” said Richard. “Listen! You can hear them howling like jackals. In the morning
Ram Lal will be dead. Will Father have to pay his bill if he dies, Mr. Sanderson?”
“There is such a thing as honor,” Mr. Sanderson reminded them coldly. It had been difficult to concentrate after
that, for the sound of Ram Lal’s grieving relatives floated up from the bazaar into their ears.
“They’ll have to cremate him,” said Hilda. “Then we can watch it from the path behind the house.”
“You have such gristly ideas,” Richard complained sanctimoniously. “Hasn’t she, Mr. Sanderson?”
“Grisly, Richard, grisly! And now let us please continue.”
Ram Lal did not die. Instead, he committed the sacrilege of recovering after the family priest had pronounced
him extinct, and thereby became an outcaste. His business suffered because now only the lowest castes and the
few Europeans in the place would deal with him. The tormented man sometimes trudged up the hill to the Strongs
to seek advice. Mr. Strong advised him to become a Christian, and when he recoiled from the idea, Mr. Sanderson
suggested that he embrace Islam.
“Obviously,” said the Eurasian, “you might as well become something, since your own people won’t have you,
now that you’re supposed to be dead.” Ram Lal beat his forehead with his hands.
“I should have died!” he moaned. “Yes, it would have been better for everyone if I had died.”
Discussing the situation later with his pupils, Mr. Sanderson had shrugged and smiled.
“Such superstition!” he said.
“What is superstition?” asked Richard.
The tutor explained as well as he could, and then, glancing at their faces, he added, “I think one might say that
prejudice is a kind of superstition also.”
“What’s prejudice?”
“Oh, it might mean a number of things, like believing that one person is better than another person.” He would
have enlarged on the subject, but decided not to when he saw the faint smile that passed between Hilda and
Richard. But on this cool summer evening, as he strolled on the terrace, Mr. Sanderson was conscious of a rare
peace of mind. The children had been unusually well behaved all day, Mrs. Strong had congratulated him on his
success with them, and Mr. Strong had given him a raise in pay. True, no one had invited him to come in for a
chat or a smoke before going to bed, but then, perhaps he was foolish to expect it. One cannot have everything, he
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reminded himself philosophically.
A nighthawk boomed on the hillside and the pabari’s song died away, but the tune lingered in Mr. Sanderson’s
ears and he hummed its curious nasal melody, pitched in a minor key, until he suddenly recollected himself and
stopped, casting a glance at the house, where the oil lamps had been lighted. The music of a mandolin reached
him, but its tune was not that of the pabari; it sang, instead, of mountains and fountains and dunes and moons, and
at that moment Mr. Sanderson remembered that tonight was the night of the moon’s eclipse, and that he had
promised the children to remind them of it. Earlier he had explained the phenomenon to them and they had been
greatly excited, bombarding him with questions, flattering him by their earnest attention.
It was on such rare occasions that Mr. Sanderson achieved a self-respect that came close to a sense of
superiority. For all that he was poor and of a significant darkness, still he was intelligent and sensitive; he had
something to teach those who were willing to learn. So he had taken his time explaining the causes of the moon’s
eclipse, while Hilda perched on one arm of his chair, her golden pigtail swaying against his cheek, and Richard
perched on the other arm, absent-mindedly stroking Mr. Sanderson’s head as if it were a dog’s. Sensuous
happiness welled up in the young tutor, causing his eyes to fill with tears. He remembered that moment now as he
strolled on the terrace in the deepening Himalayan twilight. Night would come with a rush, then the moon would
rise above the spur of the hill across the lake.
Mr. Sanderson could hear Ram Lal arguing with his wife down in the bazaar, but he could not make out the
words. There was a clatter of brass pots being washed and put away after the evening meal, and the crying of Ram
Lal’s youngest grandchild. The air thickened with darkness, and moths began to flutter among the citron trees, and
Mr. Sanderson observed suddenly the emerging brow of the full moon. He threw aside the stub of his cigarette
and called to the children:
“Hilda! Richard!”
They appeared on the balcony of the house.
“What is it, Sandy?” He was always secretly pleased when they addressed him by this diminutive.
“The eclipse,” he told them. “You’ll see it in a few minutes. Come down here with me.”
They joined him and all three stared at the moon’s increasing radiance as it rose above the dark spur of the hill.
Mr. and Mrs. Strong appeared on the balcony.
“I hope you remember what Mr. Sanderson told you about the eclipse,” said Mr. Strong to the children. “I bet
you don’t.”
“Of course they do,” said Mr. Sanderson. He put his hands on their shoulders as they stood on either side of
him. “Don’t you, Hilda, Richard?” They answered in unison:
“It is caused by the shadow of the earth falling on the moon’s surface.”
“Hurray,” cried Mr. Strong, and Mrs. Strong said, “Congratulations, Mr. Sanderson!”
The valley filled with darkness. Only the lake retained light, catching it from the sky. Then the rising moon
cleared the shoulder of the hill and the children stared in amazement at its face, scarred and red and
unrecognizable, with what looked like an immense birthmark spreading slowly across it. A malign glance seemed
to hold the world transfixed; then, from the bazaar below the hill, pandemonium broke loose, a terrific banging of
pots and pans, howls, whistles, screams, and the piercing adjuration of a single voice,
“Chhor do! Chhor do! Chhor do!”
“Why are they saying that? What do they mean?” asked Hilda.
Mr. Sanderson laughed.
“They think that the devil has hold of the moon and they’re shouting to him to let go. Listen!”
“Chhor do! Chhor do! Chhor do!” Shrieks and groans accompanied the shouting, and a noise of drums and the
bleating of trumpets. From the balcony came the laughter of Mrs. Strong.
“Oh, the idiots!” she said. “They really believe it!”
“But is it true?” demanded Richard. “Has the devil really got hold of the moon?”
“Richard!” exclaimed Mr. Sanderson, aghast. “After what I was telling you only this afternoon!”
The boy stirred uneasily, his eyes fixed on the blemish, his ears filled with the hubbub of the mob down in the
bazaar, where every voice was hurling imprecations at the sky and every pot and pan in creation seemed to be
banging in unison.
“Let’s go down and watch them!” cried Hilda suddenly.
“Very well,” said Mr. Sanderson. “You asked me once what was the meaning of superstition. This will be an
object lesson for you. Come.”
“Better put cotton wool in your ears,” advised Mr. Strong from the balcony.
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“Don’t let the children out of your sight, Mr. Sanderson,” said Mrs. Strong.
The young man held out a hand to each child.
“Come,” he said authoritatively, and a thrill went through him as their young, moist fingers clutched his.
Usually, if he ventured a slight caress, he was promptly rebuffed. But tonight was different, tonight he was master
of ceremonies, dispenser of favors. Holding their hands, he led them down the stony path towards the bazaar, and
as they drew near, the uproar became truly deafening.
“Goodness!” said Hilda, giggling.
“Imbeciles!” said Mr. Sanderson. “Idiots!” His white-trousered legs glittered in the eerie light of the eclipse,
and beside them skipped the pale, bare legs of the children; their faces were luminous on either side of him.
*
Just above the bazaar the path widened into a sort of rough terrace, and here they came to a halt, staring at the
scene below them. The narrow street seethed with humanity—men, women, and children, all clutching bits of
metal which they banged and rattled in unremitting frenzy. Their voices were lifted in screeching denunciation of
the evil one who held the moon in his grip, and every eye rolled in wrath and terror towards the captive, hanging
bloodily in the dark-blue sky.
“Chhor do! Chhor do! Chhor do!”
Trumpets brayed. A stone, hurled by some optimist, whizzed past Mr. Sanderson’s head. Richard began to
laugh on a curious, helpless note.
“They’re throwing stones at the devil!” he exclaimed. “Sandy, did you see that? They’re throwing stones at the
devil!”
“Oh, look!” cried Hilda, pointing.
They looked and saw the slight, agile figure of Govind, the forest ranger, pushing his way forward, carrying an
ancient carbine.
“Make way for Govind!” shouted someone. “Make way, make way!”
“What will Govind do?” asked Hilda. She was clinging to Mr. Sanderson’s hand and he could feel the
excitement running through her.
“He’s probably going to take a pot shot at the devil,” said Mr. Sanderson. Gently he caressed her hand.
“Look!” she cried again, “Look, Sandy!”
Govind brought the carbine to his shoulder, aiming at the moon. The mighty explosion was followed by an
instant’s lull and a smell of gunpowder. Govind stood with the smoking carbine in one hand, the other rubbing his
shoulder, which ached from the recoil.
“He missed!” cried Richard. “He missed the devil!” Then, in shrill Hindustani, he yelled:
“Chhor do! Chhor do!”
It was the signal for the crowd to renew its howls, and Richard, tearing his hand free of Mr. Sanderson’s,
plunged down the hillside towards the street, followed by Hilda, both of them shrieking blue murder.
“Children!” wailed Mr. Sanderson. “Hilda! Richard! Come back this instant! I command you! I forbid you!”
His voice was lost in the babble, and in despair he followed them down the hillside into the mob of milling,
half-naked bodies. No one paid any attention to him. Sweaty limbs pummeled his immaculate clothes, bare feet
tramped on his shoes. Of the children there was no sign; the mob had swallowed them. Mr. Sanderson found
himself standing beside Govind, the forest ranger.
“Where are the children?” the tutor demanded, his voice heavily charged with the English intonation. “Tell me
at once! Don’t stand there yelling, you bloody fool!”
But Govind didn’t hear him. His face pale with fright, he was frantically trying to reload the carbine for
another shot. Mr. Sanderson began once more to push and claw his way through the crowd. His white suit lost its
starch, sweat poured down his face, his glossy jet-black hair hung lank over his forehead. At last he caught up
with his charges. They were wedged between Ram Lal and his family, who had provided them with brass pots,
which they were banging together as they yelled with the others. Mr. Sanderson peered at them in horror.
“Are you mad? Drop these things! Come away at once!”
Hilda paused long enough to say:
“Ram Lal told us that if we don’t make the devil let go the moon, he will put out its light for ever. Then it will
get pitch dark and we shall all be at his mercy.”
“What on earth are you talking about?”
“About Shaitan, the devil!” She brought two brass pots together with a sickening clang. Richard, flanked by
Ram Lal’s grandsons, bellowed passionately:
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“Chhor do! you beast, you fiend! Chhor do!”
Mr. Sanderson felt strangely helpless. He was almost suffocated by the press of bodies, his ears were numb, his
eyes smarted. Another shot from Govind’s carbine was followed by another moment of silence, then a renewal of
the yells, screams, groans. Someone thrust a pewter tray and a heavy iron ladle into Mr. Sanderson’s hands. Hilda
stared at him, her face colorless, her eyes blazing.
“Beat it, Sandy,” she commanded hoarsely. “Do you want us all to be killed?”
With a slight, sardonic smile, he obeyed, thumping the tray with the ladle, wincing at the added discord. The
smile faded, his teeth clenched, and he beat harder and harder, the percussion sending white-hot tremors up his
arms. He found himself-whispering, then shouting with the others, half in mockery and half in despair. Suddenly
he noticed that tears were pouring down the children’s faces; between sobs Hilda cried:
“Why doesn’t the devil let go? Why doesn’t he? Make him let go, somebody! Sandy, make the devil let go!”
She dropped her brass pots and cast herself on the ground, twisting and moaning while the crowd howled on.
Mr. Sanderson saw the crumpled figure, its golden pigtail writhing in the dust. Swiftly he bent and lifted her.
Then he seized Richard by an arm, and somehow, by pushing and kicking, he got the two children away from the
crowd and back onto the path above the bazaar. There, for a minute, they stood with heaving chests, sobs falling
away inside them, their aching eyes moving from the crowd below to the discolored and impassive moon above.
Gradually the children’s hysteria subsided. Mr. Sanderson produced a handkerchief and wiped Hilda’s face,
then Richard’s, then his own. He smoothed his hair and pulled his necktie into place.
“Hilda,” he said abruptly, “let me see your hands.” He had noticed that she had been furtively licking them,
and suspected that she might have cut them when she threw herself on the ground.
“They’re all right,” she said, and put them behind her back.
“Well, see that you put iodine on them before you go to bed, unless you want to get tetanus.” Richard asked:
“Is tetanus the same as hydrophobia?”
“No,” said Mr. Sanderson.
They turned and made their way slowly up the hill towards the house, where the lighted windows shone
against the dark hillside. The children did not offer to take their tutor’s hands, and he did not suggest that they do
so. He felt utterly dispirited. Behind him the noise from the bazaar went on and on; it would, he knew, continue
unabated till the shadow of the earth had passed from the moon’s face, leaving it clear and unclouded once more,
and he wondered briefly what charm or what logic might serve to drive away another shadow from men’s minds
and from their hearts.
236.179 Excerpt from The House Of Kanooru\fn{by Kuppalli Venkata Puttappa aka Kuvempu (1904-1994)} Hierkodige,
Chikmagalur District, Karnataka State, India (M) 9
32
… On the day after the Dayyada Harake, Kanooru Chandrayya Gowda conducted an inquiry into the matter of
the note. Obayya repeated his story that everyone had now heard about Bhootharaya materializing and bestowing
the note on him. Even the Gowda who had endless faith in ghosts and spirits found it hard to believe this.
However hard he tried, he couldn’t get the truth out of Obayya. The Gowda had finally decided that Nagamma
was the guilty person. He had hoped to hear from Obayya that it was Nagamma who had given him the note. He
could then quickly give mother and son their share of the property and get rid of them. His determination to get at
the truth redoubled.
“Will you tell the truth or not?”
“What have I been telling till now?”
“Let that be. You can’t get away with cheating.”
“Have I stolen anything for you to say that?”
“Be straightforward, Obegowda. Why should you lie?” said the overseer.
“What are you saying, Seregarare? If I am lying, I swear by God, may my head drop from me even as I stand,”
said Obayya as he bowed down to the tulsi plant in the yard.
“Does that mean my forbearance and kind words won’t make you talk?” the Gowda said indignantly.
“It’s the same, be they kind words or harsh ones. How can I ‘talk’ of what is not there?” said Obegowda in a
sing-song voice, imitating obliquely the Gowda’s words.
The furious Gowda strode terrifyingly towards him, brandishing his cane.
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“Will you tell the truth or not?” roared the Gowda as the others stared, standing quietly by in fear. Obagowda
didn’t look up.
“Speak up, Obegowda. Talk,” advised the overseer. The Gowda made even angrier by Obegowda’s silence,
started to lash him with the cane. Obayya stood like a rock as the first few blows rained on him and then screamed
out and caught the cane in the Gowda’s upraised hand and hung tightly onto it. The Gowda couldn’t pull it away
however hard he tried and began to pant in anger and exhaustion.
Puttanna and the overseer rushed forward and freed the cane from Obayya’s hands. The Gowda hit him again
and again.
Obayya stood still, his face taut, his teeth clenched. He would have retaliated unmindful of the Gowda’s status
had no one else been there. Afraid to launch into any such adventure when the Gowda commanded the assistance
of many servants, he blurted out everything unable to withstand the lashing.
“Ayyo! I shall die! Don’t beat me. I’ll tell you everything!”
“Speak up then,” said the Gowda holding back the cane.
“Aroma gave the note to me. I didn’t steal it.”
“Which Aroma?”
“Subbamma.”
“What? Who did you say it was?” The Gowda was stunned. He had asked the question with glee, hoping it
would be Nagamma’s name that Obayya would utter.
“Subbamma.”
Anger and thoughts of vengeance colored over the Gowda’s mind like dark clouds. The dim suspicions that he
had harbored earlier of his wife now appeared to be clear and proven. She had desired to lie and cheat him. She
was capable of anything. She had already cheated him, hadn’t she?
The Gowda’s tuft was undone, his hair was disheveled, and his shawl lay askew. His eyes had turned red and
his nostrils flared. Beads of perspiration appeared on his forehead, wrinkled with a frown. He rushed straight into
the kitchen with his cane.
Nagamma, Puttamma, Subbamma and a few other relatives who were watching the proceedings from behind
the door had run back to the kitchen, afraid of what might transpire once Obayya had told the truth. Nagamma and
Puttamma pretended to be busy.
“Subbu, he’ll beat you, kill you. Run quietly and hide somewhere,” suggested Nagamma, full of pity for the
girl. Subbamma ran and hid herself behind a large cauldron in a dark corner. Chandrayya Gowda strode into the
kitchen, looked around and shouted at his daughter,
“Where has she gone?” Unable to speak, Puttamma turned towards Nagamma.
“She must have gone to the cowshed,” said Nagamma.
The Gowda searched the cowshed and returned. He searched in two or three rooms. Not finding his wife, he
came back to the kitchen and struck Puttamma on the back with the cane.
“Where is she? Will you tell me or not?”
“Please, please I … I’ll tell you. There!” screamed Puttamma and pointed out Subbamma’s refuge.
As soon as he made out Subbamma’s form in the darkness behind the cauldron he beat her mercilessly
mouthing all sorts of obscenities. Subbamma’s nose-ring fell off. Her earrings were covered with blood from the
blows.
“Please. I was wrong, I shall fall at your feet,” she cried as she stood up.
The Gowda pulled her out by her hair and started beating her as if she were cattle. No one was brave enough to
stop him. It was Hoovayya who came forward.
“Chikkayya, that’s enough. Let her go,” he said, holding out his hands.
Blows rained on them too. But more hurtful were the words that flowed out of the Gowda’s mouth. He stopped
beating Subbamina only to start abusing Hoovayya. Certain words particularly seemed to imply that Hoovayya
was Subbamma’s paramour. Hoovayya, saddened already by the news of Seethe’s wedding, was shattered.
“What are you saying? Have you gone mad?” he asked angrily.
“Who are you to interfere if I beat my wife?”
“If men don’t help other men, who will? Are you going to kill her because she is your wife? Do we merely
stand by watching this? Is there no limit to beating someone up? People with a little sense would not even beat
animals like this. Think about it calmly. You will understand my words then.”
“Enough of your preaching. I know enough. All of you have got together to conspire against me. You and I
cannot stay in the same house any more. Take your share and leave. If I agree to stay any longer with you, my
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honor will be at risk!” the Gowda screamed.
“If you think that your honor is at risk because of me, give me my share and I will go. Anyway, I can’t stay a
silent witness to all that you do.” Saying so, Hoovayya left.
Obayya having been thrashed already wisely didn’t stay in the Kanooru house a minute longer than necessary,
and left by the main door when Chandrayya Gowda rushed into the kitchen. The toddy shop man ran behind him.
“What will you do for my money?” he asked.
“Money! Go hang yourself,” said Obayya and walked towards Kelakanooru without looking back.
*
Obayya had decided that the punishment that had been meted out to him had paid off all his debts, and no one
had any right to ask for repayment. On entering the thatched house in Kelakanooru, Obayya looked around for his
father. The house looked deserted. There was no sign of its having been swept for days. Things were lying around
in disarray and in the yard were chicken droppings, feathers and animal hair. Finding no one Obayya went
towards the kitchen. There was his stepsister, sitting in the darkness cooking some wretched thing.
“Where is Appayya?” Obayya asked.
Startled, the girl looked back with lusterless eyes at her brother. Cleaning her sooty, running nose with her left
hand and rubbing it on the stove and the edge of her torn sari, she said in a voice that sounded as if it came from
underground,
“He was outside.”
“He isn’t there.”
“Maybe he has gone to the cowshed.”
Obayya went straight to the cowshed. The old body of Annayya Gowda was bent over in a corner gathering the
cow dung from the floor to fill a big basket. As soon as he saw his son he stood up heaving a sigh, giving Obayya
a questioning look. The strong odor of cow dung filled the air.
“What are you doing here?” asked Obayya.
“Can’t you see?” Annayya replied.
“Are you going to stay in this wretched place or will you come with me?”
“What was that?”
“Nothing. I am never again setting foot in this god-forsaken land. Are you going to stay on here and die or will
you come and live with me?”
“Where are you going?”
“Doesn’t matter where. Tell me if you are coming.”
“How can I leave without paying my debts? Will they let me go?”
“In that case you can stay here clearing your debts. I’ll go elsewhere and farm.”
“Who is there to give you the land?”
“Singappa Gowda has said he will. You may come if you want to.”
“Will he repay our debts too?”
“Debt, debt, debt! You are at it again. I have already paid it all off.” Annayya Gowda was struck dumb with
joy.
“I have paid it all off. Completely. Look,” said Obayya and showed him his body. Tears flowed from his eyes
and his voice was choked. Annayya came forward towards his son, bent down and saw the red welts and swelling
caused by the caning.
“Who beat you?” he asked with compassion.
At that moment his son’s disobedience, iniquity and rascality were all wiped away and only the pure love
natural to a father emerged. Obayya narrated all that had happened. Annayya Gowda who had at first wondered
how he could leave without clearing Chandrayya Gowda’s debts agreed to do as his son desired on listening to his
tale of woe. Maybe the strongest reason behind his decision was the lack of opportunity to evade his obligation.
When he heard that Seethemane’s Singappa Gowda was willing to give them some land, half his mind was drawn
to his son’s plans.
Father and son decided that they would secretly take away their cattle and household things to Seethemane the
next night. Obayya went off to inform Singappa Gowda so that he could get a cart and people to help him.
*
The same evening, Hoovayya sat alone on a high rock in Kanubailu. His eyes filled with tears. His grief was
etched on his face and his heart had lost its will. The incident that had taken place earlier that day had disturbed
him. Neither the cruelty nor the unkindness that Chandrayya Gowda had shown him so far were as heinous as his
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harsh words. His uncle’ sharp words suggesting ironically that there was a secret love affair between him and
Subbamma, who was like his mother, had wrung his heart. His earlier repugnance gave way to an equally urgent
inclination to break away from the house. He felt that it was best to escape as soon as possible from the terrifying
demon of Chandrayya Gowda’s suspicion.
The fire of unrequited love too had singed his soul. He thought of Seethe and cried. Had Seethe really cheated
him all the while loving Krishnappa Gowda? His laugh was ugly as he remembered the words she had scribbled
on the wall.
As he sat thinking, the feeling took seed and grew in his mind that everything in the world was transient and
sorrowful. He would stop thinking about Seethe. She had cheated him. In any case she would soon be a married
woman. She was reported to be sick. Why should he go and see her now? She should realize that he wasn’t
merely begging for her love. If he was inconsequential to her so would she be to him!
Though the red disc of the sun was beautiful as it set behind the horizon of the mountain ranges covered in
wave-like forests as far as the eye could reach, it too seemed to be fickle, transient and momentarily like Seethe’s
love. The happiness and excitement that danced unrestrained in his heart at such scenes in the past lay now in
ashes, the fire put out.
Hoovayya’s forgotten ideal that he should remain unmarried, follow the lives of great men and serve the
community raised its head again. What an indiscretion he had been about to commit! What infatuation had he
nearly fallen prey to! God himself had forcibly saved him from the trap of temptation. He had nearly been
imprisoned by the beauty of a village girl and strayed from the path of achieving his ideals.
He would now keep all such interests at a distance. He would acquire knowledge, piety and detachment with
firmness and singlemindedness, dedicate his light to the people of the land by the grace of God and make his own
life meaningful.
Night fell as he sat thinking. The light of the half-moon was magical. The one or two stars that shone in the sky
became a hundred and then a thousand. Bats called and thickened the sky. In the distance the thene bird sang as it
flew. Trees and even the forests became mere shapes.
The voice of Chandrayya Gowda walking to his rendezvous for his liquor could be heard at a distance. The
overseer was behind him.
“No matter what happens, it must be unearthed. We shall take all our Bela people. I shall also ask that layabout
Puttanna to come. Ramu will also be there. We are no better than bastards if we can’t find out where the stolen
timber is,” the Gowda said.
What the overseer said in reply wasn’t audible. Everything was clarified by Ramayya when Hoovayya returned
home. Chandrayya Gowda’s petition had informed the forest ranger about Singappa Gowda’s unauthorized felling
of wood and the ranger had sent a guard to Seethemane. But no timber had been found in Singappa Gowda’s
house, the guard had told Chandrayya Gowda. The Gowda had asked the guard for forbearance saying he would
find the stolen timber the very next day.
33
Around eight o’clock in the morning, the slanting sunshine kissed the dark green tops of the areca trees in
front of Seethemane Singappa Gowda’s Mangalore-tiled house. The sunshine streamed through the trees and lay
in lines on the green leaves of the areca saplings and the hoods of banana plants. The ground was crammed with
melusoppu. Its twigs, manure and the red earth prevented one from walking with ease. A few laborers were busy
cutting down some old areca trees. The sound of chopping echoed to fill the whole area with sound. The old
areca trees at the end of their life span trembled and swayed their tops of green.
A little distance from the workers sat Krishnappa calling out instructions. All around him were the dogs resting
in various postures. The cut trunk of an areca tree crackled. Those that were nearby moved cautiously away.
“Take care the tree doesn’t fall on you. Beware!” shouted Krishnappa as he stared at the tree that kissed the
clouds, preparing now to fall.
The tree leaned to one side and then fell to the ground with a great noise startling the whole field. Its trunk
grazed the areca trees nearby and they swayed to and fro.
“Ayyayyo! The tip of an areca sapling has snapped off!” shouted Jackie.
“You rotten wreckers! Breaking a sapling,” exclaimed Krishnappa and ran towards it.
At any other-time Krishnappa would have taken the laborers to task. But he hadn’t the heart to scold them as
they were felling the trees joyfully to construct a pandal for his wedding. Singappa Gowda had instructed his son
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to have the trees cut and had left for Mutthalli to see Seethe who was ill, leaving a happy Krishnappa engrossed in
his job. Hardly had three or four trees been cut when a cowherd dashed up, gasping for breath.
“The tiger has got a cow!” he cried.
“When?” Krishnappa asked.
“Perhaps last evening. The cow didn’t come back to the shed last evening.”
“There is no way a cow can survive under your care. God knows what sort of cowherds you are.”
Krishnappa was a passionate hunter. He had killed many an animal, but as yet hadn’t had the opportunity to
kill a tiger. When he heard that a cow had been caught by a tiger he did feel sorry but was also overjoyed at this
opportunity to kill a tiger. He instructed the workers to get on with felling the trees. Taking Jackie and Obayya
with him, he left for the spot where the cow’s carcass was found. He didn’t let the dogs accompany him.
*
The cowherd took them to the forest.
“Ayya, look here,” he said, when they had walked a little distance. From the fight that had ensued when the
tiger attacked the cow, the grass on the ground was pounded and bruised. Even small shrubs had been destroyed.
Watery cow dung lay around. Though the blood that had been shed was clotted, it looked fresh.
‘It has drunk the blood here and carried the carcass away,’ said Obayya.
“It’s not a small tiger either! Look at its pug marks,” said Jackie. The marks were not clear since the ground
was hard.
“We should not leave without skinning it,” said Krishnappa following the tracks. It was easy to see where the
tiger had dragged the cow.
As they went forward, they discovered the sandy bed of a dried-up stream, boasting not even a drop of water.
The signs of the tiger having dragged the cow along the sand were very clear. The pug marks of the tiger were
clear too.
“Look here, each claw is the size of a lemon.”
“And look here! There are smaller footprints too. Probably a cub as well.”
The cub’s footprints were clearly visible by the mother’s. Krishnappa looked at Obayya with contempt when
he heard him say that they had better leave the tiger well alone as she had a cub with her.
“What if there’s a cub? Won’t the bullet hit it? If you are scared, go home.”
“Am I a woman to be scared? I just mentioned it because a cub could be dangerous,” said Obayya and walked
ahead of everyone to show off his courage.
The tiger which had killed the cow at the edge of the forest had dragged it to the middle, eaten the hind legs
and thighs and hidden the remains in the bushes to satisfy its hunger later. Krishnappa looked at it and the huge
trees around.
“If we sit up tonight, the tiger can be shot. One on this tree, one there and another there. If the tiger comes, it
may do so from this direction. It will definitely come. Where else can it go? Moreover, there’s the cub. It may
come just as darkness falls.” Jackie looked at the trees.
“Yes. But in this darkness, how can the tiger be shot? It looks as if there will be no moonlight.”
Obayya, who intended to transfer his household goods and cattle from Kelakanooru to Seethemane that night,
said,
“How can that be? That is neither here nor there. It’s enough if one were to set up a gun. The bitch will be in
pieces by morning.” Krishnappa was angry again.
“You are all lazy. You just eat and sleep. Tell me if you can’t come. I’ll go alone. What if it’s dark? Won’t there
be a little light from the moon? Even if it’s dark, where is the problem in shooting the tiger? Was there moonlight
when I shot a cheetah last year in the forest above our fields? It was pitch dark at that time. Its eyes were dazzling.
I just looked at it, took aim and shot. The bullet struck the head, right on target.”
Once he had explained that it was possible to shoot a tiger even in the dark, Jackie talked about building a
scaffolding to lie in wait.
“Singappa Gowda had told us to transport the things from Kelakanooru to Seethemane in the cart tonight. Can
I come later for the watch?” Obayya asked, looking at Krishnappa.
“Look now! One more thing has cropped up!” said Jackie.
“Get lost then! What else can be done? Tell me,” said Krishnappa.
“What will happen if we set up the gun?” asked Obayya.
“What will happen is …” Krishnappa stopped midway, with disapproval. “Let’s set up the guns in two or three
places. If the tiger escapes from one, the others get the animal.”

151

Eventually, they gave up the idea of building a scaffolding on the tree and lying in wait through the night. All
three returned home. They went back around three o’clock in the afternoon to where the carcass lay and set up the
guns.
*
At dusk a bullock cart traveled the high road from Seethemane to Kelakanooru. There was no sound save the
turning of wheels. There were no bells round the bullocks’ necks. The cart driver had deliberately taken them off
and left them at home so that no sound could be heard. He had oiled the springs and coils well to prevent any
undue noise.
Within a short time three people came up behind and got into the cart. They whispered among themselves. The
fact that they spoke in low tones though there was no one else on the road made it obvious that they were up to no
good.
The cart went straight on and stopped in the courtyard of Singappa Gowda’s house. Obayya jumped down and
whispered,
“Krishnappa Gowda, come in.”
Krishnappa too got down from the cart and went in with Obayya. The cart driver had untethered the bullocks
and lowered the yoke when Jackie asked him how much further Chandrayya Gowda’s house lay.
“Not far. As far perhaps as the time needed to chew an areca nut,” the man replied.
He drew some straw from the cart onto the ground. The bullocks started to eat it noisily.
When Annayya Gowda came out and called, Jackie and the cart driver followed him. In the yard by the light of
an oil lamp, Obayya was attending to Krishnappa, pouring out the liquor. When the rest arrived, they were offered
some too, and everyone had his fill.
They had spoken in whispers at the beginning but were now venturing to talk loudly. Towards the end, they
were even laughing aloud. Annayya Gowda realized that if any more drinking was allowed, the day’s work would
remain undone and asked his daughter to take the liquor pot inside. But Jackie continued to laugh like a man gone
insane.
“The liquor is very good! Give us some more. We’ll have to lose sleep all night!” He put his hands into the pot
and started to scoop up handfuls of the liquor.
Jackie didn’t rise until the last drop at the bottom of the pot was drunk. Then he stood up swaying all the while,
and tried to help the others who were loading the cart, a hindrance more often than not.
Once the cart was fully loaded, Annayya Gowda looked up as he spoke, making sure that no spittle would fall
from his mouth full of paan.
“You go and come back. It’ll all be over with the next trip. Then we can drive off the animals,” he said. Jackie
sitting in the yard on a blanket and watching the sky, bared his teeth which stuck out like fangs and said,
“What lovely moonlight!”
“Let’s tie some of the cattle up to the back of the cart. It’ll be that much easier the next time.”
“That’s right. A clever thing too,” said Obayya and went into the cowshed. He brought out three head of cattle,
lengthened the ropes around their necks and tied them up to the peg on the cart.
The cart set off towards Seethemane. The hills, valleys and forests were silent as if faint from bathing in the
moonlight or lost in a happy trance. The chirping of the thene birds and the response of Annayya Gowda’s
mongrel to the barking of dogs from Kanooru sounded like the voice of victory to Krishnappa, Obayya and
Jackie. In a little while, the cart and its noise receded in the forest.
Even then Annayya Gowda’s mongrel didn’t give up its barking. Annayya Gowda listened and heard the
clamor of dogs in Kanooru! It was clearly audible.
If he had gone to Kanooru then, he would have been flabbergasted. Chandrayya Gowda, Ramayya, Puttanna,
the overseer, Halepaikada Thimma, Baira, Sidda and the other Belas, Soma and some others had all got together
and were about to set off on some mission! The forest officer was also there.
Were they setting out to hunt in the moonlight? It didn’t appear so because they were deliberately shooing
away the dogs to prevent them from coming along. Chandrayya Gowda was ordering cart driver Ninga to shut all
the dogs inside while Putta and Vasu were tying up the noisier dogs with long ropes and chains. Some carried long
iron crowbars and some carried hoes. There was a double-barelled gun in Puttanna’s hands.
Prompted by fear of Chandrayya Gowda lodging a complaint against him, Singappa Gowda with some
foresight to his credit had burned the timber he had poached in the sand by the stream which flowed along the
edge of his fields far away from his home. That was why, when the forest ranger from Theerthahalli sent a guard
to Seethemane for inspection in connection with Chandrayya Gowda’s petition, there had been no sign of any

152

illegally cut timber.
When Chandrayya Gowda was informed about this, he had assured the guard that he would find the timber and
had sent off Puttanna on a mission of reconnaissance. He had gone to the liquor shop, the market for all the news
of the neighborhood, and cajoled the shopkeeper into coming out with the truth. The owner was already angry
with Obayya. In addition, he hoped that he might get the money that Obayya owed from Chandrayya Gowda,
Obayya being among his workers.
He told Puttanna everything he knew, but lacked precise information about where the timber lay hidden.
However, it was known that it was buried in the mud by the tank. That night Chandrayya Gowda was about to set
off secretly with his entourage to find the spot.
*
As they walked on for a little while towards Seethemane, a man came into sight, swaying from one side of the
road to the other crookedly like a snake. The moon was bright and in the shadows of the trees falling here and
there like ink on the red highway, his strange movement looked demoniac. Pot-bellied Soma walking at the rear
end of the group saw him and his hair stood on end. Puttanna walking ahead of everyone with a gun on his
shoulders called out,
“Who’s that?” Puttanna called again.
“Your father,” answered the person and tottered on without looking back. Puttanna went forward quickly and
ordered,
“Who’s that? Stop!”
“Your wife’s paramour,” stuttered the man, turned back and tried to stand, failed, and kept swaying. Puttanna
went up to him angrily.
It was Jackie, Seethemane Singappa Gowda’s knave of a servant! The demon who had killed Puttanna’s adored
dog, Tiger.
Puttanna wasn’t married. Nevertheless he punched Jackie’s nose with his right fist for having spoken to him
offensively about his wife. Jackie who was totally drunk fell to the ground with a hideous shout. Krishnappa and
Obayya who were a little ahead, walking behind the cart, heard his shout and ran back startled. Jackie had fallen
down and Chandrayya Gowda and the others stood around him.
Krishnappa wasn’t aware of the real purpose behind the expedition of Chandrayya Gowda and his men that
night. He thought they were there to stop their laborer from running away secretly.
“If your worker wants to come to us willingly, why did you beat our man?” he said angrily. Neither
Chandrayya Gowda nor his people understood the question.
“Why should he say whatever comes to his mind?” taunted Puttanna. Even as words were bandied about,
Jackie got up.
“Which son of a bitch dares to stop our Gowda’s cart? Heads will roll. Obegowda, carry on,” said Jackie.
“Sukra, Sukra, eh, Sukra,” he went along the road like a mad man, calling the cart driver.
Krishnappa planned on staying on there, so that the cart at least could move on as far as possible. Jackie just
wouldn’t listen but broke into a run shouting,
“Sukra, Sukra, Sukra!”
The cart driver was bewildered by the commotion and stopped the cart when he saw a group of people.
Looking at the loaded cart and the animals walking behind it, the meaning of Krishnappa’s words suddenly
dawned on Chandrayya Gowda. Singappa Gowda was hijacking his laborer in the middle of the night.
He stopped the cart and had turned it around towards his house.
“We shall take the cart back. You can take away the things that belong to your men if you want,” said
Krishnappa Gowda. Chandrayya Gowda, stronger and with more men, refused. Jackie too, on seeing so many
men, was merely loud but incapable of doing anything. Krishnappa was helpless.
“Unload all the things in their house and bring the cart back,” he told Sukra and walked away with Jackie
towards Seethemane. The Gowda took back Obayya with him by force. Chandrayya Gowda and his entourage
returned with the cart. Obayya was a prisoner. A little way away, Chandrayya Gowda called the overseer and
Puttanna.
“You go with four or five men and find the timber. I shall go and take care of Annayya Gowda’s household
goods and cows.”
However much they tried, Puttanna, the overseer and the others were unable to find the cache of timber. They
dug up every likely place with crowbars and hoes and found stones, mud and slush, but no timber.
The next morning the guard went back looking crestfallen. That same day Chandrayya Gowda confiscated
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Annayya Gowda’s household goods, cattle and properly in lieu of his debt and exiled him, his son and daughter.
He did not leave them even their chickens. The only thing they had left was their ugly black mongrel.
34
After Chandrayya Gowda had the cart forcibly driven back with its luggage, it was with great effort that
Krishnappa was able to lead Jackie towards Seethemane while he thrashed his arms and legs about and kept
shouting. Everyone at home was asleep. As Krishnappa quietened down the barking dogs and spread his mattress
on the verandah to sleep, he heard the burst of gunfire.
Hot blood rushed into Krishnappa’s heart when he heard the roar of a tiger from the forest churning the night’s
silence. The dogs began to bark fiercely. Krishnappa was elated that the trap they had set had worked. He went to
bed eagerly waiting for the morning to break.
A hundred and one dreams, some sweet and some bitter. Some enchanting, others frightening. It was the day of
his wedding to Seethe. It was as if he had looted heaven’s riches!
What was that? The noise from the crowd that had come for the wedding! No, not that! It was the roar of the
wounded tiger. The tiger was chasing him and all around lay the terrible forest! The wedding hall had turned into
a dense forest.
Krishnappa fired his gun. The tiger was hit but it pounced on him. Yes, it was on him and he could feel the
tiger’s claws raking him!
Krishnappa groaned in his sleep and woke up. There was only the silence and moonlight covered the place like
spilt milk. Dreams again: a cart with some luggage approached and Hoovayya came up with some people and
stopped the cart. They argued with each other and soon Krishnappa and Hoovayya began to fight. Seethe came
between the two and stopped them …
The servants were chopping the areca trees and one of the trees fell on him. Krishnappa tried to run but his legs
wouldn’t move. It was as if someone had tied him up. The tree did fall on him.
Krishnappa woke up with a start and opened his eyes. What heavenly silence and what enchanting and
peaceful light lay around!
*
In the morning Singappa Gowda heard about the incidents of the previous night. He was furious and took his
son to task.
“You call yourself a man! May your manhood be set on fire! You let them take away the cart and you are about
to wed. Where is the need for a sissy like you to marry? Have you no self-respect at all? If I were you I would
have killed myself. Who will give you a girl in marriage? Eunuch! Go wear some bangles and put on a sari.”
Krishnappa stood with his head bent and listened to his father’s words. Tears welled up in his eyes. Every word
his father spoke was a blow to his ego and his heart felt as if it was being wrung dry. He was filled with a
wordless rage. He left the place, went into the kitchen and asked his mother for his breakfast. He ate it without
another word. His mother sat down in front of him and tried her best but he refused to be drawn into conversation.
“Tell me, who else is there but your father to advise you? Why should you get upset?”
He got up and left. He came back into the kitchen wearing a jacket and cap. He carried a gun in his hand. He
took out the box of bullets from the shelf above the fireplace and pocketed a few.
“Where are you off to, son?” asked the mother but the son didn’t reply.
“Are you upset with me too?” Hearing his mother’s plaintive voice, Krishnappa said,
“I’m going nowhere in particular, Awa. I had set a trap for the tiger yesterday. I’m going to check it, I heard a
gunshot last night.”
He looked at her. There were tears in her eyes and anxiety was writ large on her face.
“Are you going alone?”
“No, I’ll take Jackie with me.”
“Be careful! You can’t play around with a tiger!”
As Krishnappa went out of the kitchen, he stumbled over the threshold. His mother called him back and
warned him again.
“Be careful, will you.? A tiger can be dangerous. Why don’t you take someone else?”
“We are not out on a tiger hunt, are we? The trap with the gun has been set up and there was a shot. We’ll go
there and check. That’s all.”
*
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The sun had just then began pouring his rays over the hills and forests. The cool air was echoing with songs
from a variety of birds. Krishnappa and Jackie were going up a hill, making their way through trees, bushes and
creepers. The dogs were excitedly running all around them, sniffing the ground here and there and lifting up their
hind legs now and then to mark the bushes.
There was an eerie silence at the spot where the guns had been set up. Krishnappa quickly untied the ones
which had not gone off. Otherwise the dogs would have run over the strings and been killed.
The carcass of the cow was lying as on the previous day. There were very many more flies around and there
was a bad smell coming from the carcass. It was clear from the blood and some coloured hair on the ground that
the tiger had been wounded. But it had not died anywhere near the spot. It was hurt but not mortally. There was
wonderment in the eyes of some of the dogs, having caught the scent of the tiger.
“What shall we do now, Jackie?” asked Krishnappa.
“What can we do but go home? A wounded tiger is no joke. Let’s not have anything to do with it. You know
that the white man who went after a wounded tiger in Mandaradde didn’t return.”
An experienced hunter like Puttanna wouldn’t have gone looking for a wounded tiger without help and support
from many more men. Krishnappa was a fearless youth but somewhat rash. He was still burning with anger, and
his father had called him a coward, eunuch and sissy that very morning. He wasn’t aware of the feeling that had
sprouted in him of wanting to demonstrate that he was an adventurous male capable of exercising authority over
Seethe.
“Come on! Are you suggesting that we should go home? Having shed so much blood, I’m sure the tiger will
have died already. Let’s go a little further and look for it. We have the dogs anyway. What are you scared of?
Follow me if you want to.” Jackie’s wisdom sprang from his fear.
“Looking for a wounded tiger is like catching a cobra by its hood, remember. The Gowda will take you to task
for this.”
“All right then. You stay here. I will take the dogs with me and look around.”
Softly, he called the dogs to him and took the trail left by the tiger’s blood. Though unwilling Jackie followed
him.
They were all eyes as they halted repeatedly after a couple of steps through the thick undergrowth, all the while
encouraging the dogs in a soft voice. The dogs too were scared and watchful as they stayed close to the men.
Once when a dog stopped startled, Krishnappa asked Jackie who was close enough to touch his back,
“What’s the matter? The dog is startled. Is the tiger lying dead somewhere here?” He clicked his fingers and
urged the dogs towards the undergrowth in front, softly crying,
“Choo! Go, catch!”
The dogs went a little way forward and stopped. Krishnappa cocked his gun, took a couple of steps and looked
at the dogs alternately turning their eyes towards him and the undergrowth in front.
“Choo! Go, Potright, go!”
Potright was a good hunting dog but was wary of tigers. Once while he was sleeping near the house a big
cheetah had tried to carry him away. Potright had fought with the animal and managed to escape. Since then he
ran scared of tigers and cheetahs.
When the master called him by name and urged him on, Potright went ahead.
*
It was at that moment that they thought they heard a low roar from a thick bush nearby. Both Krishnappa and
Jackie jumped back a step or two, hair on end. Even the dogs retreated in a hurry and barked furiously. Not one of
them was prepared to take a step forward even though Krishnappa urged them. That the tiger was there was
beyond doubt.
Hit by the bullet near its hip, the tiger had collapsed on the ground. Having sensed the presence of men and
dogs in the vicinity, the infuriated tiger was ready to extract his vengeance.
“Don’t! Krishnappa Gowdare, don’t! Let’s go home and come back here with more men,” pleaded Jackie.
“They also will be like you, don’t I know? I think the tiger is hurt very badly. I’m sure it will die if we shoot it
through some hole or the other in the bush,” said Krishnappa and advanced slowly while Jackie stood rooted to
the spot, watching with great trepidation.
Krishnappa’s bent form disappeared in the thick undergrowth even as Jackie watched. Jackie wanted to join
him but didn’t have courage enough to follow. He stood there and urged the dogs crying,
“Choo, choo! Go, catch!”
Suddenly the tiger’s furious roar shook Jackie even as it shattered the forest silence. The roar was loud enough
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to have made anyone’s blood curdle and knock him unconscious with petrified limbs. He also heard the sound of
a big animal moving fast among the bushes which rustled violently. The dogs howled. At the same moment there
was the sound of a gun being fired and the piteous cry, “Ayyo, Jackie!” from Krishnappa. Shaking and shouting,
Jackie rushed unthinking to where the cry had emerged.
What did he see! Krishnappa was lying in the undergrowth with the giant tiger towering over him. Jackie’s
head went into a whirl. Objects turned into colors and began to whirl; green, yellow, black, red and white! The
green of the undergrowth, the yellow and black of the tiger’s stripes, the red of blood and the white of the tiger's
teeth and jaws! When Jackie felt as if boiling water was being poured over him and his eyes went blind, he
automatically aimed the gun at the tiger and shot. On seeing him the tiger leaped towards him. Jackie went down
unconscious when he felt something hit him. Hearing the gunshot the dogs felt bold enough to rush at the tiger.
The tiger fell down dead next to Jackie. The animal had been hit by the bullets which both Krishnappa and Jackie
had fired. Jackie’s body bore nothing more than a few scratch wounds from the tiger’s leap.
Krishnappa’s mother was busy with her cooking when she heard the gunshots. She felt as if her heart was
being wrung dry. She ran to the verandah and told her husband,
“The boy had gone to hunt a tiger! I heard two shots! I don’t know what has happened. Take some men with
you. Please go and see!”
Singappa Gowda too felt suddenly frightened and rushed towards the forest with some men in tow. Jackie
regained consciousness after a while and saw that the tiger was dead and lying next to him. The dogs were
howling and Krishnappa lay without moving. His own body was red with blood as a result of the tiger’s claws. It
was frightening. He tried to get up but couldn’t. He crawled on all fours to reach Krishnappa.
Krishnappa’s body lay in a pool of blood. The wounds on his face had made it unrecognizable. One of the
tiger’s claws had gouged out a pupil and his head looked as if it had been axed in two or three places. The white
of his brain smeared with blood had emerged and could be seen through his black hair. The left hand still held the
gun tightly. It was too grotesque a sight for Jackie to cry. He was petrified.
Singappa Gowda, swept away in a flood of tears, had his son’s body and Jackie carried home. Jackie was in
agony from the pain that the poison in the tiger’s claws had injected into him. Krishnappa’s mother wailed aloud,
beat her head, chest and stomach, tore out her hair, scratched her face, fell on her son’s body and rolled over it.
With the neighbors and the workers joining in the mourning the house turned into a veritable hell.
*
The news had spread by evening. Shyamayya Gowda and Chinnayya from Mutthalli, Chandrayya Gowda,
Ramayya, Hoovayya and some others from Kanooru and relatives from other villages gathered in Seethemane.
Every one of them was in anguish on seeing the heart-rending scene and the parents’ grief. Krishnappa’s mother
wouldn’t let go of her son’s body even though the others importuned her in many ways. Her sari was completely
drenched in her son’s blood.
Hoovayya’s pessimism grew all the more. The world which had previously appeared to be an abode of beauty
now seemed ugly, a workshop for a cruel demon. The basic premise of Buddhism that everything was transient,
sorrowful and ultimately nothingness seemed to have been demonstrated that day. There was a time when he had
laughed at that philosophical position as that of the defeated and the chronically ill throwing up their hands. The
lines he used to recite from the optimist poet Browning, with pride, “God is in his heaven | All’s right with the
world” had been proven to be hollow without a shadow of doubt.
Jackie was taken by cart to the hospital in Theerthahalli. Puttanna went in the cart to take care of him. As
Jackie’s ill luck would have it, there was lightning and thunder and the monsoon rain poured relentlessly on their
way.
78.209 Woman\fn{by Annanda Sankar Ray (1904-2002)} Dhenkanal, Dhenkanal District, Orissa State, India (M) 4
After a holiday in North India we were transferred to a place where the front of the house was open. When the
doors were not closed the inner apartments could be seen from the railway line. A search for curtains was
instituted. Our curtains had been dispatched by goods trains with the rest of our things. With us were only some
scarves we had purchased at Brindaban as gifts. They were inscribed with the names of the gods, of the kind worn
by pious Vaishnavas, called namabalis. We hung them up at the doors and windows for the time being.
We were apprehensive lest our disrespectful use of the sacred scarves be censured by the local people. The
opposite happened. Bauls and Vaishnavas and Dervishes, fascinated by the namabalis, came like insects to a
lamp. Yes, Mohammedan dervishes and also those tantrics\fn{The type of Buddhism found in Tibet is known as Tantric
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Buddhism.}

who have women partners in their rites. All of them regarded me as a most devout and godly person.
The face of one of them even now comes to mind from time to time. I would like to know whether Gourbadan
is still alive or not. It is not likely that he is. Most of the Bauls and dervishes were wiped out by the famine of
1943.\fn{In 1943-44 over 1,500,000 people died in India as a result of famine and epidemics that followed. The Bengal famine of 1943
was caused by failure of the main rice crop harvested in the winter of 1942. This was aggravated by the loss of Burma rice cause by the
occupation of Burma by Japan, and by a failure to ensure an equitable distribution of the available supplies .} People who depended

upon alms for their livelihood were the first to drop away.
It was a Sunday morning. I was in my room when a song was struck up outside. To my ears came the
delightful notes of a pair of voices, one deep and the other high:
What sort of devotion is his who has no right to the name of Radha?
What sort of devotion is his? Fruitless is his worship.

My mind was not on my work; I went to see. On the paved terrace sat three devotees, one my three-year-old
son and the other two ascetics in saffron robes with the emblem of their sect painted on their foreheads in
sandalwood paste. In the hand of one of them was a lute with a single string, the ananda lahari or Surge-of-joy,
and in the hand of the other was a begging bowl hollowed from a gourd. Gourbadan was the name of the one who
held the lute. He was over forty. Shaggy hair covered his head and his beard was like a thicket.
They went on singing. I took a seat on one side and listened:
Thus the Vedas counsel us.
Without Radha, the primal source of strength,
Holy rites are unavailing.

About this time my wife brought them some rice and a few coins. That added to their enthusiasm. They sang
song after song. I brought out my camera and took a snapshot of them. It was beyond their wildest expectations.
They asked for a copy of the photograph and they asked for—what everyone who came asked for—a namabali
scarf apiece. When this request was refused Gourbadan’s companion took his leave.
Gourbadan also would have left but I had begun to write down some of his songs. It was done only as a literary
whim but he did know that I am a writer. He concluded that I was turning to religion. He tried to explain to me the
meaning of the song. “Without strength, sakti, divine invigoration, there is no salvation, mukti, freedom of spirit.
Do you understand, Prabhu?” He addressed me as Prabhu, lord. “Sita is the sakti of Rama, Durga is the sakti of
Siva, Radha is the sakti of Krishna. The sakti of Man is Woman. Radha, the divine feminine principle, the source
of strength, dwells in Woman. Everybody does not know that. To learn it one has to go to a spiritual preceptor.”
Then he praised his preceptor, his Guru, a person of supreme beauty. Now and then the Guru came to see his
disciples. “When he come again, I’ll bring him to see you. No one can explain it the way he does. What do I
know? How much of it do I understand? It is only because you, Prabhu, are taking it all down in writing that I’ve
dared to try to make the meaning clear.”
Twanging the string of his lute Gourbadan went away.
One evening I found him back again. This time he was alone. After chatting a little he asked for the photograph
and was disappointed to hear the prints were not yet ready. He sang a song or two and then of his own accord
began to speak about his ashram.\fn{A note reads: a retreat or home for community living with religious atmosphere .} It was at
some distance from the town. They lived on alms. The life was hard. He had not always been in such straightened
circumstances. What had he lacked? He had a house of his own, land, bullocks, a garden with a pond and all the
equipment of a householder’s life. He still had it, in his sons’ name. But it was not possible for him to go home
any more.
*
He had been prosperous as a householder. He was a peasant’s son and farming brings Lakshmi, the goddess of
plenty, into the home. Then suddenly an eighteen-month-old baby son died. His wife went crazy with grief. She
was beyond medical help; nothing was of any avail. He was in great distress. In a dream one night his wife beheld
a supremely beautiful person. This person was initiating numbers of people into the sacred mysteries of divine
love, giving them each a personal prayer, mantra.
The people immediately forgot their troubles and went home, filled with joy and thanksgiving. His wife
declared that she also wished to be initiated by this person. From him and him alone would she accept a mantra.
Who was he? What was his name? Where did he live? Did he even exist or not? Where was Gourbadan to find the
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answer to all these questions?
His wife refused to listen to his expostulations. She insisted on attending religious festivals and fairs in the
hope of finding her preceptor. After a great deal of searching they really did find him. At least his wife declared
him to be the same person. Gourbadan believed her. The appearance of the preceptor inspired belief. He was
supremely beautiful and his compassion was like the sea. All who came to him partook of it and were invigorated
by it.
The preceptor told them it would not be necessary for them to give up their family life. All they needed to do
was to set up an idol of Gopal, the infant Krishna, and dutifully worship it morning and evening. For this they
must live with pure minds and pure bodies, telling their beads regularly and taking part in the congregational
singing of kirtan hymns. All their worries and all their pleasures as well should be left to the god. Woman should
lean upon Man and Man upon woman as a blind man upon a staff.
After this his wife gradually recovered her normal state of mind. If they did not live happily they at least
passed their days peacefully. They dwelt in the world but were not of it; their thoughts were always with their
spiritual preceptor and they went to all the religious gatherings and fairs that were held in the country round.
Often they visited with fellow initiates of the Guru and their families. In this way they became acquainted with
many people and intimate with some. Visitors also came to them, staying four or five days at a time. Their
evenings were spent in the fervent singing of hymns.
One day a brother initiate came for a visit and stayed for quite a long time. He sang kirtans well and people
spoke highly of his ability. Whenever his departure was mentioned some one suggested that he stay on until the
impending religious festival. His wife said nothing. She was remarkably silent.
Gourbadan grew listless and apathetic as he watched them. At night he had bad dreams. He would awake and
mutter his mantra for his very life. To his wife he said nothing. An invisible wall had arisen between them; neither
could speak to the other frankly. He hid his trouble in his heart.
One night he started up from sleep after a nightmare. As he prayed desperately he became aware that she was
not beside him in the bed. She must have gone somewhere; she would be back immediately. But she didn’t come
back. Then what?
Gourbadan began to tremble. He scolded himself for his evil thought but his heart would not keep quiet. It
dragged him outside; it dragged him into the room where his brother initiate slept. The room was open and empty.
Then had—? Gourbadan felt paralyzed. He was too stunned to think much less consider what he ought to do. No
sound came when he tried to speak.
Then he suddenly recollected that his wife had been set on going to Brindaban. He had not agreed to take her.
Could one go to Brindaban just for the asking? Should they not wait for the summons of the god?
This then was their departure for Brindaban.
Gourbadan caught a glimpse of light in the darkness around him. Let them go to Brindaban! Let them build a
new nest there and sport together! What of her husband and children! What of the comfort to which she was
accustomed! The god had sent for them; they had to respond to the call. They had gone and done well in going!
He found that they had taken things with them. Only an old trunk had been left behind. It had been his wife’s
marriage portion and was very heavy. Her jewelry was kept in it. Gourbadan picked it up, balanced it on his head
and started running down the road to the station. It was as he had guessed. He found them before he had gone two
miles. Seeing him in such a state alarmed them. Gourbadan spoke first.
“Brother,” he said, “I’ve carried that load for eighteen years. Since you’ve taken her of your own accord take
this along with her!” And with that he shifted the trunk to the head of his fellow initiate. The man staggered with
astonishment and reeled under the weight of the trunk.
*
That I still remember the story after fourteen or fifteen years shows how much it impressed me. In my eyes
Gourbadan became more than just a Jessore peasant and an ascetic of Kushtia.
The sad little tale had a touch of humor; I liked it well.
“Gourbadan,” I asked, “did you really run all that distance with such a big heavy trunk on your head?”
“Yes, Prabhu! Did I know what I was doing then?”
“And you put it on that man’s head?”
“I did. But could he carry it? He put it down. I heard later that he relieved himself of the other burden too
about a year afterwards on a road in Brindaban. What was that to me! By that time I had left my worldly
possessions and become a beggar.”
My heart grieved for both of them. I could blame neither husband nor wife. A woman does not leave her

158

husband after eighteen years of married life without good cause. There had been some deep reason unknown to
Gourbadan or concealed from me. When I see a person in trouble I look at the trouble first and apportion blame
afterwards or not at all.
That night Gbourbadan took his supper with us. He wept over our kindness. “Prabhu, I’m a person of no
importance!” he said. “What does God gain by slaying me? This is striking a banana tree with lightning!”
The corner of my eye was not entirely dry. Suppressing a sigh I answered:
“To God no one is important or unimportant. If you believe in God He will give you the answer to your
question. I don’t believe in Him.”
How could I convince him that I was a materialist despite the placarding namabalis? He did not understand
what I tried to tell him!
“You are a most pious Vaishnava,” he said. “That is why God has been kind to you. Don’t lose faith in Him,
Prabhu!”
*
He turned up again some days later. He knew that it was not too difficult to see me in the evening. The mere
sound of a song was enough to draw me out of the house. A song always announced his arrival. This time I heard:
In the human body is the basis of true devotion.
Man and Nature help each other.

I had to sit down with him again and record the words of the song.
Prints of the snapshot were ready. He was pleased but it was not for that he had come. He had another end in
view. Making a circuitous introduction he avoided speaking of it directly.
“Prabhu, possessions are poison. What shall I do with them?” he said. “I’ll stay here as long as people give me
alms. Then I’ll go somewhere else. As the saying has it, ‘a flowing river and a roaming monk’.”
“Why? Have you acquired property again?”
“There is some one who wants to give it to me. He is a brother initiate. He wants to tie me down. I tell him that
I have had property of my own and given it up. Shall I take somebody else’s and go back to ploughing? As they
say, ‘a cow that has been in a burning barn takes fright at a rosy cloud’.”
I was silent. He explained himself a little more fully.
“Possessions are poison and another poison is Woman.”
Which woman? I was surprised but felt diffident about asking.
“Prabhu,” he went on in a monologue, “Woman is our mainstay. Like a blind man’s staff. She guides the blind
to his destination. With the help of Woman we arrive at the True Aspect of the Divine, at the Ecstasy. That is what
we call the divine invigorating power, the sakti, of Radha.”
“And the strength of God, the power of Krishna?”
“The strength of God,” he considered a moment. “Well, it takes some strength to cling to a support; without it
the support withdraws. She went to Brindaban. Prabhu, if I had the strength of God would I have let her go?” As
he spoke his voice grew heavy.
I also was thinking. What is man’s relation with woman? Should they only live together and propagate the
race? Now and then go on pilgrimage? Take vows and serve the gods? Should they do nothing more than that? Is
there nothing more to do?
“Without a woman there can be no spiritual discipline, Prabhu,” Gourbadan spoke on, “but where can I take
her, where can I keep her? A starving man taking a wife! Must I poison myself with worldly possessions for her
sake?”
Had his wife come back? I was curious to know.
“No, Prabhu!” he said, “I have heard that she is living at Brindaban. A sad life! The man for whom she left
home abandoned her! ‘The person for whom you steal will call you thief’, as the saying is. She must suffer the
consequences of what she has done. When she left she took the idol of the god Gopal with her. The boys send her
something ostensibly for the worship of the idol. She manages somehow with that.
She’ll never dare show her face at home again. But she has forgotten herself so far as to ask me to go to her
there. But how can I go? The god must send for me, mustn’t he?”
Now I also had to forget myself to the extent of questioning him. He admitted that he had taken another
woman at the behest of his preceptor. The preceptor had sent for him when he heard that he had left home and was
wandering about distractedly. He had explained that such a life was not conducive to his spiritual progress. He

159

had told him to marry again. It had not been easy to persuade him! How often does a bald man walk beneath a
tree that bears hard-shelled fruit? His preceptor had read his thoughts and said,
“Man brings sorrow upon himself. He thinks that because he has married a woman he has her for life. Is it
possible? There is death in the world; can he keep her secure from death? If he cannot protect her from death how
can he protect her from love? Is love less powerful than death?”
His preceptor had told him to exchange garlands and by so doing marry an unfortunate girl who was one of his
disciples. She was an extremely good girl, a widow. Her only child had died and she had no one to call her own.
Her brothers-in-law had contrived to auction off the property she had so she was also destitute.
Gourbadan did not disobey his preceptor. He shouldered the burden of the girl. But where was he to keep her?
He had no hermitage or ashram of his own. Knocking about a day here and a day there she had fallen ill and she
was not getting any better. If I gave him permission he would bring her to see my wife. If medical treatment could
be arranged—”
*
Several days later they came together, Man and Woman, Man and Nature. The girl was tall and slim. She was
not strongly built like Gourbadan and long illness had effaced what beauty she had. She was no longer young. She
entreated us to be kind to her.
My wife promised to ask the Government doctor if anything could be done. At that time no special
arrangements for the treatment of women’s diseases existed in the local hospital. No lady doctor being in
attendance objections were raised to the admission of cases like hers. The Government doctor, not receiving any
reply to a very necessary question, was evasive. The hospital’s stock of medicine was very low. Who would buy
special medicine for the woman?
Perhaps Gourbadan had hoped that if pecuniary assistance was required the Government would supply it and
failing that, his Prabhu. But at that time the government was economizing and his Prabhu’s resources were
limited.
After that Gourbadan did not come again. I often remember the way they both appealed to us. And I think
something ought to have been done for them; I feel badly because nothing was.
The basis of true devotion is indeed in the human body.
If only there were no disease and suffering!
1905
87.15 Excerpt from Basanti\fn{by Pratibha Devi (c.1905?- )} Orissa State, India (F) 2
… For the last few days Debabrata had been deep in thought. A change had come over him ever since he had
heard of Basanti and Nisha’s plan to open a school in their village.
Over the last four or five months he had drifted, as it were, into a dreamland and had completely forgotten that
his life could have a purpose. The other day, when Basanti had revealed her intention to set up a school, he had
been shocked out of his slumber. He could not keep himself from greatly admiring Basanti so zealously setting to
herself such an arduous task and thinking nothing of the tremendous obstacles in her way.
He felt disgusted with himself. His life before he got married unfolded before his eyes. How naturally he had
assumed leadership in his college days; with what enthusiasm he had championed social and national causes; how
passionately he had arranged and addressed public gatherings! What great pleasure he had derived from such
things in those days! He also remembered all the plans for the future he had made while a student: how he had
dreamt of performing great deeds and had prided himself on the loftiness of his dreams.
And now what was he doing? Where had all his dreams vanished? What had happened to his boundless
enthusiasm? He was dismayed at the thought of the dull and uneventful life he had been leading. What great
hopes his friends and relatives had entertained for him! And now he was doing nothing, although he had had all
the opportunities in the world. What would his friends think of him?
All these thoughts filled his heart with an indefinable longing. Fooling around with friends gave him no
pleasure any more. Were all the energy and strength and privileges God had blessed him with to be in vain, he
wondered? No, he would not let his life go to waste!
Sarveshwara babu’s vacation was coming to an end. Right from the start he had been very pleased at the
prospect of having a school in his village and had greatly encouraged Basanti and Nisha. He was very happy

160

when Subhadra Devi also gave them permission. It was decided that the school would temporarily be housed in a
room provided by Sarveshwara babu. With his sympathy and help, Basanti and Nisha vigorously went ahead with
their work. Basanti didn’t I even have a single moment to ponder over what the outcome of the whole thing would
be.
Before returning to work Sarveshwara babu went from door to door with Nisha and succeeded in persuading a
few girls to join the: school. In the beginning some villagers vehemently opposed the idea of sending girls of 15
or 16 there. The thought that their grown-up daughters would have to walk down the main street in broad daylight
every day\fn{And thus be exposed to the potentially lecherous eyes of men .} made them uneasy. Others were afraid that once
educated, their girls might all become Christians like Basanti. But they were brought around by Sarveshwara
babu, who was considered a village elder as he had the special ability of winning people over with his sweet
words.
Nisha and Basanti wanted Sarveshwara babu very much to remain present and get the school under way. But
that was not to be since persuading the girls and making other arrangements took a longer time than expected.
Reluctantly Sarveshwara babu had to return to work as his vacation came to an end.
*
It was the first day in the life of the school. Nisha’s excitement was something which had to be seen to be
believed. Even before the crack of dawn, before the crows cawed, she had finished most of her daily chores. Then
she cleaned up the school room herself and hurried off to Basanti’s place.
Basanti too was very excited. She too had got up before dawn and was hurriedly finishing her household
chores. A number of tasks had to be finished before she left for the school. Unlike Nisha, she had to do the
household chores all by herself. The slightest error and all hell would break loose. She had to watch her step
constantly. She was scared that in her excitement she might do something wrong and bring the caustic remarks of
Subhadra Devi and her friends down upon herself.
Nisha came, gave her a hug, and said,
“Why haven’t you finished yet sister-in-law? Look at me, I got up early and finished all my chores. Oh, no! It’s
already time to go and you haven’t done your cooking yet?” Basanti worriedly replied,
“Nisha, you know how much work I have to do. Give me a hand, please, and our work will be done in no
time.”
No sooner had she said this, than Nisha adjusted her sari and joined in. The chores were soon finished and the
two left for the school.
Only ten girls turned up on the first day, but this did not dishearten Basanti and Nisha. With those ten girls they
set to work with great fervor. They were confident that if somehow they ran the school properly and the girls
benefited from it, more and more would join the school in good time.
*
In order to boost the morale of their students and attract other girls, Basanti and Nisha themselves went from
door to door, accompanying the girls on their way to school and escorting them back home again. They even
bought each girl a slate at their own expense. On Sarveshwara babu’s advice the students were made to read their
lessons aloud. They also practiced handwriting and learnt sewing, and before going home they listened to stories
and parables told to them by Basanti and Nisha.
In time the efforts of Basanti and Nisha bore fruit. The number of girls increased. Some parents who initially
had had some reservations were finally won over by Nishamani, who with her cogent reasoning convinced them
to send their daughters to the school.
The success of the school caused quite a stir among the older, more conservative people in the village.
Subhadra Devi had hoped that once Basanti had stayed with her for a few days, all her city-bred bad habits would
gradually die out. Now, even that slender hope had faded. What could be more shameful, she thought, than for a
housewife to step on to the main street in broad daylight. Oh no! How would Subhadra Devi face her neighbors?
She cursed the unpropitious hour when, carried away by the words of Sarveshwara babu, she had given Basanti
permission to start the school. How could she have known that Basanti would abuse her permission like this? It
was like giving an inch and Basanti taking a mile. Repenting her decision she seethed with anger.
Madanama, Sariama, Hemabou, Parabou and a few other women now had something to gossip about. How
could they miss such an opportunity! Countless malicious stories spread through the village like wildfire;
everyone’s version was different from everyone else’s. All at once Basanti became the talk of the village. At the
bathing place, in the midday gossip sessions and the evening gatherings, one and all talked about Basanti. This
added to Subhadra Devi’s bitterness towards her. She nearly stopped talking to Basanti and at times even passed a
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caustic remark or two at Debabrata.
Not that Debabrata was unaware of these developments. Although he had initially shown some interest in
Basanti’s proposal, in his heart of hearts he had not been able to approve of her activities. Admittedly, he could
not accuse her of committing a sin or a crime. Nevertheless, he did not like the pace with which Basanti was
moving ahead on such an important mission. The slanderous remarks against Basanti coming from all sides and
the sudden change in the behavior of his mother, Subhadra Devi, made him feel somewhat resentful towards
Basanti.
Sick at heart, he brooded—how could Basanti do all this knowing fully well what the outcome would be?
Couldn’t she have foreseen the unhappiness her activities would stir up in their world? What disgrace and
embarrassment he would have to put up with! Couldn’t she think even for once how her undertaking would give
rise to a violent storm whose blows would fall all on Debabrata? Didn’t she know how many storms had already
blown over him? And now, as the clouds were slowly clearing and nature calming down, why did she have to
create a new patch. of cloud?
Thoughts about the future filled him with foreboding. He could not envisage the consequences of the
approaching storm. Nevertheless, he could not speak his mind to Basanti. How could he have? There was nothing
wrong in what she was doing.
All these thoughts made him very restless. To divert himself from these worries he resolved to devote his life
to working for the village.
*
Debabrata had long cherished a dream to set up a library in his village. For this he had even collected some
books from his college days. Now was the time, he decided, to realize his dream. Where could the library possibly
be set up? he wondered. A room would be needed for it.
As he pondered over the different possibilities it struck him that he could easily build the room at his own
expense. Near their residence there was a plot lying unused for a long time. He felt that a room could be built
there and that it would be convenient for everybody. He called together some energetic young men from his
village and told them his intentions. Everybody readily agreed to join.
When he found that others were equally enthusiastic about the proposal. his spirits rose. Constructing the room
would take some time, but Debabrata had remained inactive for so long that he was not at all prepared to put up
with any delay. After all, how long would he remain without work? How would he pass his days? And so it was
decided that until the library was built, books would be placed in a room in his house and everybody would meet
there in the evening. Handwritten pamphlets were distributed to spread the news throughout the village.
The evening gatherings at Deba’s place went on very well, and gradually more and more people started
showing an interest in them. In the evenings the room often resounded with poetry recitations, essay readings,
book reviews and debates on various topics.
But Debabrata was not someone to grow complacent about such a small achievement. He pulled together a
team of educated young friends and tried to start a small literary magazine. By common consent it was decided
that anyone who wanted to contribute to the magazine would have to write his piece by hand. Debabrata was
made the editor.
The group set to work with great enthusiasm and the magazine soon came out with poems, stories and essays
on various topics. Debabrata and his friends hoped their enthusiasm would remain unabated and the magazine
would soon be brought out in print.
Debabrata encouraged the boys of the upper primary school in his village as well to take more interest in sports
and gymnastics. He even organized them into a group and started coaching them in various games and acrobatics.
Thus a new spirit was kindled among the boys and in no time they became extremely fond of Debabrata.
*
Debabrata devoted himself heart and soul to working for the village and tried his best to forget himself. But the
fire inside still smoldered. Moreover, his mother’s sullen face and her occasional taunts, as well as the slanderous
remarks heard outside, added fuel to the fire. Even some of his friends working hand in hand with him would
make a remark or two about Basanti. How his own friends could get pleasure by slandering her, he could not
understand.
The ways of Deba and Basanti left Subhadra Devi at a complete loss. How could she say anything to her
daughter-in-law when her own son was behaving as if he was not aware of the disgrace their activities were
bringing upon the family. He must be out of his senses, she thought, not to realize that he now was an adult and
had received an education and that he should be attending to his duties and responsibilities. Instead what was he
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doing? Wasting his time with a group of youths doing God knows what kinds of crazy things.
How could she scold her daughter-in-law?
Subhadra Devi felt like a ship floating helplessly at sea.
Debabrata tried his best to hide his feelings from Basanti, but Basanti was intelligent and could easily sense
what was going on inside him. She noticed that, however hard he tried, he could not mix with her freely, could not
talk to her freely. Rather, he did his best to spend as much time as possible outside the house.
But Basanti remained firm and unperturbed. There were moments when she did feel distressed, but in good
time she collected herself again and decided to bear up. She patiently waited for the moment when the untimely
patch of cloud that had cast a shadow on Debabrata’s mind would clear away. She firmly believed that Deba
would soon realize his mistake. Moreover, the fact that Deba had woken up from his slumber and was starting to
lead an active life raised her hopes. With the faith that their work would one day bring them closer together, she
moved ahead more determined to achieve her goals …
33.93 That One\fn{by Rasheed Jahan (1905-1952)} Aligarh, Aligarh District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 1
I first met her at the hospital. She had come there for treatment and so had I. Seeing her, the other women
turned away. Even the doctor’s eyes strained shut in disgust. I felt repulsed too, but somehow managed to look
straight at her and smile. She smiled back, or at least I thought she tried to—it was difficult to tell … she had no
nose. Two raw, gaping holes stood in its place. She had also lost one of her eyes. To see with the other she had to
turn her whole neck around.
A little later we ran into each other at the medicine counter. In her odd, nasal voice she asked me where I lived.
I gave her my address. She collected her prescription and left. Immediately, even without my asking, the
pharmacist began:
“That one is a scoundrel, a whore, a filthy whore. She’s been rotting to death, that one, bit by bit. And now she
thinks of treatment! The doctor has no sense either. Just hands a prescription over. Ought to be thrown out, she
ought, that slut!”
I was working at a girls’ school. I was still fresh from college. The future was a garden where no flower fell
short of a rose or a jasmine blossom and the world lay stretched out at my feet. Life was a stream in a moonlit
night, rippling gently here, cascading into a waterfall there. I was happy. I had no idea what the wrench of pain
might be. Even my job as a teacher was only a pastime then. For me, existence was an expectancy.
The bamboo curtain rose. She entered the staff room. I started up from the chair in surprise and said in a kind
of involuntary response:
“Do sit down.”
She hesitated for a moment but then sat down. Clutched in her hand was a single jasmine blossom. She laid it
on the table before me. As I picked it up, I felt deeply repulsed, but forced myself to tuck it into my hair. She
smiled, got up and left immediately.
Soon it became a daily affair. Every day, at break time, that one would lift the curtain and come into the room.
I would mutter, “Do sit down,” and she would. She always brought a flower and placed it before me on the table.
The other young teachers started teasing me about her visits. Nobody would sit in the chair she used. I don’t
blame them. It wasn’t their fault. She looked so revolting. I couldn’t bring myself to touch the chair either. Even
Naseeban, the old sweeper, grumbled and complained:
“A fine new teacher we have! What a friend she has found herself! Disgusting stinky woman. Why should I
dust the chair that one sits on?”
The principal was annoyed too. Eyebrows raised in a haughty arch, she asked:
“Must you invite her into the school? I’m sure our parents will take exception to a loose woman like her
entering the premises.”
But come the next day, she was back again. “Do sit down,” I would mumble, and she did. She began to stay a
bit longer. She kept staring at me, but we never talked to each other. Did she think I knew nothing about her? I
wondered. There she sat, just gazing at me with that crooked eye and that ghastly noseless face. Sometimes I
thought I saw her eye fill. What was passing through her mind? I wondered. I felt like asking her, but where was I
to begin?
As soon as she entered the room, the other teachers often would get up and leave.
“Safia’s admirer—that one—has come!” they would quip in English. “We’ll go away and sit in the library.”
“Just look at that face. It’s so odious!” one would say.
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“It quite takes my appetite for lunch away, Safia. I feel sick.”
“But she’s made a careful choice alright. You really are the most charming, Safia!”
“Tut, tut. You ought to observe purdah before that one,” the portly, venerable teacher of Islamic theology
pronounced.
I continued to work and she continued to sit and stare. I felt very uncomfortable. What was she staring at?
What was she thinking about? Had she once been like me? I shivered at the thought.
Again: why does she come here? Can’t she see that people despise her? That they shudder when they see her?
Often the two raw holes in her face were running.
Every day I would decide to put a stop to it all. The principal was right. Of late the students had also started
grumbling. All the same, when she came the next day I would offer her a chair and mutter, “Please sit down.”
Doesn’t she have a mirror? Doesn’t she know she’s reaping the fruit of a sinful life? Why doesn’t anyone tell
her? Does she have a family? Where does she live? Where does she come from? Does she actually believe that I
consider her only another sick person?
I felt awkward and humiliated. I was being made into an object of ridicule in the school. Still, whenever she
placed a flower before me, I would tuck it into my hair and her face would once again crease into that horrifying
smile. Why does she stare at me like this? Who is she? What had she been? Where did she come from? How had
she become like this? What does she feel when she comes to the school? Pain? Or relief?
One day as she was leaving, she blew her nose and wiped her fingers on the wall. Old Naseeban, who had
always nursed a smoldering grudge against her, was cleaning the kindergarten slates with wet clay. Up Naseeban
sprang, remarkably youthful, and hit the woman hard in the back with a slate.
That one froze. Terrified.
All the good breeding culled from twenty years of working in the school, all those many times when she had
pleaded with the girls to behave—Naseeban forgot all of it that day. Once again she was her old back-alley self.
“You bastard, you whore, who do you think you are? Yesterday you were loitering at the street corner, and
today as your flesh falls rotting apart, you parade here like a lady,” she screamed.
A kick. Another kick. Yet another blow.
I rushed out and pulled Naseeban back.
“What do you think you’re doing?” I yelled. A big crowd of girls had gathered, and several teachers were
running towards us.
Naseeban had lost all control.
“It’s all because of you. You are the one who encouraged her!” she burst out at me. “You scooped this scum out
of the gutter and set her up here. And now look! She’s messed the whole wall up. I’ve worked here twenty years.
I’ve never seen whores come to school before. I won’t work here anymore. I won’t. Find another woman who—”
Naseeban took another lunge, but the others held her back.
I bent down and lifted her up.
Sobs shook through her. I led her slowly to the gate. Blood trickled down her temple, but she didn’t seem
aware of it.
She hid her face in her hands and a moment later said, “Now you know everything,” and left.
78.212 & India 15 1. Deep 2. Excerpt from Agnikanya\fn{by Prabodhakumara Sanyala (1905/07-1983)} “at his maternal
uncle’s house,” Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (M) 27
1
A train pulled in at a junction station on the Gaya line. It had come from the West and was headed for Calcutta.
The summer night was deep and black. A light breeze was blowing. There was not much of a crowd so late.
Two or three passengers boarded the train and four or five got out. A betel seller walked past the windows of the
carriages, crying his familiar trade announcement. Another vendor called, “Wheaten bread and sweets!” And a
young boy shook a rattle to advertise his miscellaneous wares. But the sleeping, drowsing, half-awake passengers
inside the carriages made no response at all.
The train whistles and slowly moved out of the station, passing on into the vast distance. Once more the silent
shadow of the night settled down. The cricket’s monotone underlined the stillness. The listless lights of the
platform stared into the darkness.
Three of the travelers who had just alighted from the train carried very little luggage with them. They were two
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men and a girl. The men wore large turbans. All three were dressed in baggy trousers. They appeared to be Sikhs.
The girl wore a tunic of fine material over her trousers and a green veil. The veil covered her head, one shoulder
and her breast. Her hair hung in a heavy braid almost to her knees. Her trousers were soiled with the dust and dirt
of the train. She was wearing black slippers. One of the men was young. The other was older but it was not easy
to determine his exact age through his heavy black beard.
The boy with the rattle was watching them as he twisted a rag rope and ran it through the rings at each end of
his tray of wares. Then he hung the tray around his neck. Perhaps he had not sold much that day for he shook his
rattle and approached. The toys and other merchandise in his wide box caught the light and sparkled enticingly.
The girl turned to him with delighted eyes but the elder of the men frowned and scolded, “A hawker so late at
night! Be off!”
The boy moved quickly away. The three travelers picked up their bags and entered a second class waiting room
which they discovered at one end of the platform.
The waiting room was empty. They took possession of two benches and an easy chair, putting their bags on the
round table in the center. The girl was very restless. She walked about the room, going round and round the chairs
and benches, looking at her self in the large mirror.; She gave the young man a playful tap on the cheek when his
elder was not looking. The dead deserted room filled quickly with the thrill of her bright presence, her pride, her
excitement. It was astir with life. After the long journey in the restricted space of a railway carriage the girl took
delight in freedom of movement.
The young man was sleepy. No match for her, he soon found a bench to lie down on and stretched himself out.
The elder man smiled affectionately and said in Punjabi, “You slept in the train while we sat up. Now we are
sleepy. Please don’t disturb us. Be a good girl and wait quietly. The train is not due for a long time yet.”
The girl seated herself in the easy chair, swung her legs and laughed. She laughed at everything. She smiled
even when she stared at the woodwork!
Some time passed. She glanced curiously at the young man who was making a variety of noises as he snored.
Suddenly her eyes grew quiet and she looked at the swing door. She sat up straight. With a quick glance at the
older man she drew her feet out of her slippers lest he waken at the sound of her walking and tiptoed to the door.
Outside the door, on the ground, was the tray of wares which the boy with the rattle peddled. He was sitting
beside it. The temptation was too much for the girl. She smiled, stooped, put out a hand and took up a porcelain
doll. The boy said nothing.
The girl had not thought of that. She had expected him to detect the theft, tussle with her for the possession of
the doll while she, freeing herself by force, would run away. The boy would create a fuss and enter the waiting
room. “Did you see me take it?” she would demand. “I was on the other side of the door,” he would answer. “How
could I see you put a hand out?”
The boy would be tearful. Only then would she restore the doll to him. It pleased her to tease a boy her own
age.
Her smile faded. Glancing once at her uncle she pushed the door open and put her head out. The boy sat with
his back against the wall, sleeping peacefully. The whole tray of merchandise might have been stolen without
awakening him. A shadow lay upon his sleeping face, the shadow of exhaustion, the pitiful weariness of a long
day’s labor.
It has never occurred to the girl that anyone could sleep in such circumstances. She bent over and spoke in her
naturally tender voice, “Friend?”
When the hawker woke and straightened up with a start she asked, “What if your things had been stolen?”
“Stolen? I’d have broken the thief’s head!” he answered I his own language.”
He picked up a rubber bird, pressed it to make the whistle inserted into its stomach sound and said, “Take this.
Six pice.”\fn{1½ annas.}
The girl smiled, rolled up the bottoms of her trousers and squatted beside him. “Is everything there? Take a
look!”
The boy ran his eyes over the tray and, reassured said, “That whatever you like! See this coin purse? It is only
two annas.”
“I don’t want it.”
“Oh, all right! Take this then, this tobacco box. Only one anna. Do you want a tinsel ribbon? Seven annas a
yard! But look at this top! A top is only two pies.\fn{One-sixth of an anna.}
“What shall I do with a top? I’m a girl!”
“Then what will you take? A mirror? So you can see yourself? You have a pretty face.”
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The girl watched him as he said it and laughed at his manner. “I don’t want it! Look at yourself, you naughty
boy!”
He had just obtained a license to peddle and was new to the business so he had little experience in recognizing
customers. “The it is useless bother,” he exclaimed. “Tell me how much you have to spend and I’ll select the best
available things for the price.”
“Money? Where should I get money?”
The boy looked up at her and turned away with a scornful smile, “Go on and go to sleep then! All this trouble
for nothing …”
The girl stayed where she was. Her gaze was lost in the bright shining things on his tray. She held the porcelain
doll against her breast with her left hand. Perhaps she was wondering how she could face the shame of giving
back something she had stolen.
The boy turned to her again. He was moved to a kind of pity to see her still sitting there after being slighted so.
They were about the same age. To one of them the vast world was a fairy-tale, a place of joy, a palace of immortal
dream. The other was a helpless recruit in the battle of life, trudging ways that were both dusty and thorn-strewn.
To him the world was a place of infinite sorrow, unbearable experience, unending agony.
They sat side by side. A river had touched the fringe of a waterless waste and stopped. The boy looked into her
beautiful eyes and asked, “What is your name?”
“Name? You want to know? Shanti Devi. And yours?”
“Why do you want to know my name? You will not remember it.” The boy ran his eyes over the lonely station
and the dark tracks.
“Then why did you ask mine? Tell me immediately!”
The boy was evasive. He did not feel like letting the curtain drop on their acquaintance by telling his name.
“You did not buy anything,” he said. “Tell me, how can I manage? I’ve sold almost nothing the whole day. Where
do you come from?”
“The Punjab. Amritsar.”\fn{The holy city of the Sikhs, a fabled city, filled with temples and reflecting pools .}
“And you come here?”
Shanti blushed and hid her face. The boy’s question was one only a close relation could ask. She was young.
Already she had forgotten that the boy was only a humble vendor whom she had never seen before.
“Why don’t you say something?”
“This is the first time I have come to this part of the country. My uncle has brought me. That young man who
is snoring so noisily has come with us.” She pointed through the door to the sleeper.
“What is he to you? Who do you not say? Won’t you tell me?” At last Shanti admitted that she was married to
him. Her uncle was giving him a job and was taking them both to Kalimati where they were to set up house. Her
uncle held a high post in Tata’s.\fn{The Tata Iron and Steel Works.}
The boy gazed thoughtfully at his wares; then he sighed involuntarily and said, “I must go now. A train is due
on the other track. You asked me my name. Listen. It is Badri.”
He tried to get up but Shanti said, “No one will buy anything so late! And what shall I do, sitting here by
myself?”
What a strange question! Badri had not thought that half-an-hour’s acquaintance could confer the right to make
so great a claim upon him. Shanti seemed not a little selfish! She would toy with him for a while, taking her
pleasure, and then go away with her husband when the train came. For him she would leave only the lonely
uncaring station and his vain search for customers. And a sigh! He recalled a slight he had received only the other
day. No, it could not be! In angry hurt he said, “Go to your uncle!”
“I won’t. What can you do about it? I’ll stay here.” Shanti took hold of a corner of his tray and held on firmly.
“Who will make good my loss?” Bari demanded.
“You will. The wares are yours.”
Badri looked at her again. They eyes of this stranger girl were long and deep and black. The look in them was
unconcerned. Her braid fell over her shoulder into her lap. A pair of gold bracelets gleamed on her soft plump
wrists and there was a ring on her little finger. The dirt on her feet only made them prettier. There was a high color
in her cheeks for she was a woman from a cold country.\fn{ In January, the average temperature of the Indian Punjab is 55ºF,
but this often drops to freezing at night .} Badri had seen many beautiful women passing in the trains but he had never
been so close to one before. He lost the strength of will to tear himself away.
“I know you!” Badri said, gazing long into her eyes.
“How can you? You have never seen me before!”
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“Yes, I know you!” Badri spoke in a dream. “Of course I now you. I have seen you before.”
“Where have you seen me?”
Badri turned away and looked at the tracks. How could he say where he had seen her? He groped about in his
memory, fumbling beyond its borders. In his heart he searched the watered earth and the infinite star-studded
heavens. He nodded and said, “Huh! I know you! Right! I have seen you before.”
Shanti laughed at the confidence with which he spoke. She said with a smile. “If so, it was in some other life!”
They sat and talked. Shanti told him that her people lived near Jalanwallah Bagh in Amritsar, at Ghantaghar, a
little beyond it. It was where the golden temple was, set in the middle of the lake. Her father was a dealer in silks.
Once she had been to Lahore\fn{ Now in the Pakistani portion of the Punjab .} to see the races! Badri said that he lived
near the station, in the milkmen’s quarter. His father sold milk. His uncle was the durwan of the dharmsala\fn{The
gatekeeper of a free hospice for pilgrims endowed by public or private charity .}. Their house had blown down once during a
storm. His mother was not in her right mind. They often went to fish in the Champa river.
They listened to each other, speaking by turns. The stories of their lives slowly unrolled. New friends bring
new discoveries. They were absorbed completely in their eagerness to explore each other’s hearts. They opened
themselves out as they sat there, face to face, and each hailed the other joyously. No differences remained
between the young wife and the poor vendor. With the lack of reserve of people of the same age, they came to
know each other deeply, sharing affection, companionship, emotion.
The sudden shrill cry of a dog interrupted them. The poor thing had gone down to the tracks in search of scraps
of food and been struck by the wheels of a freight train. When the creature at last managed to scramble on to the
platform Shanti saw that it was limping and the leg which it held up was covered with blood.
She looked at Badri in terror and agitation, her face white and hurt. She was shaking all over. The freight train
did not slacken its place, moving slowly and steadily on its way despite the accident.
Badri looked up at the stars and gave a short laugh. “This happens every day, twice a day,” her said. “How
many dogs … The other day a coolie was crossing with a load. His leg got caught in a wheel.”
Shanti did not respond. The dog was still wailing in the distance. Shanti stared after it. The world is so cruel!
No one gave even a look of pity to the helpless creature, crippled for life! Was the life of one who could not
protest, who could not give expression to his suffering, so little to be loved, so disregarded?
Tears filled her eyes. The punishment was, to her, her own, the pain in her heart. Those who understand others’
suffering are fated to suffer themselves. Shanti would never be happy.\fn{ My father said the same thing of me; only his
conclusion devolved from the following sentence: “You think too much.” }
“You do not know,” Badri said. “There is more than that. You have seen so little. We don’t pay any attention to
such things.”
She dried her tears with her veil and sat up. Badri kept on trying to explain. “There are so many pitiful sights!
Things more cruel, more terrible, more moving. If we were as weak as you,” he summed up, “there would be no
room for us in this world!”
Badri was about to say more, trying to tell her what he could as he understood it but he stopped suddenly when
he saw her uncle beside her.
“It is time for the train,” her uncle said, pulling Shanti up by her arm. “Change your clothes quickly. And wake
Sohan Singh.”\fn{Her husband.}
Shanti gave the sleeping Sohan a shake. He woke. Then she took clean clothes out of her bag and disappeared
into the bathroom. She was ashamed of having cried. The boy was sure to taunt her.
“So you tried to sell things to my niece again? You scoundrel!” The uncle was abusive.
“I’m a poor man, Sardarji,” Badri pleaded. “This is the way I earn my living.” He stood up, took his tray of
wares and moved off to a distance. The uncle had reminded him of the disparity between his status and that of the
girl. What a pitiful figure the boy was!
*
The night was almost over when they came out on to the platform again, carrying their bags. Badri was amazed
at the sight of Shanti. She had changed her clothes and was now dressed in purple velvet trousers with gold
embroidery, a tussah\fn{A strong, silk fiber made from the product of the tussah silkworm, an Asiatic variety of silkworm .} tunic
and a blue veil. Her slippers were encrusted with fancy gold work. She looked around but she did not see Badri.
Why should she? The difference between them was so great!
Badri wondered at the impropriety of the intimacy he had enjoyed so short a time before with the great lady!
Was there any logic in it? Into his insignificant life, a life of negligible value, Shanti had brought the temporary
glory of a passing friendship, like alms, a taste of fortune’s favor. How could he deny that this girl made him
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painfully conscious of his own smallness, his insignificance? Badri was poor. He could not forgive himself for his
impertinence. He, a cowherd, had dared to make friends with a princess. It was impossible ! No one would believe
it! It was a lie!
Slowly he crossed the wooden over-bridge to the platform on the other side. The train on the narrow gauge
track was on the point of departure. Badri walked up and down, displaying his wares. But he did not feel like
selling anything. He stood and waited. The train began to move and slowly gathered speed as it pulled out in front
of his eyes.
He found a place to sit down. He felt he had lost all power of speech, he was so tired! He had no energy left. It
seemed to him that he would not be able to ply the horrible trade of hawker much longer. If only he could lie
down right where he was and close his eyes for a while he would feel better!
The mail train arrived at the other platform.
It stopped for only three minutes. Get up, Badri! There’s no time! This fatigue is unnecessary. What good is it?
Who understands how a life can be frustrated in the twinkling of an eye? Remember the pitiless discipline of your
milkman father! Stand up! Who said you were tired?
He re-crossed the over-bridge and made his way swiftly down to the other side. Bah! His tray overturned! His
precious wares lay scattered all over the steps. The people behind him kept on, some kicked the things aside them,
others trod on them, some cursed him, others gave an exclamation of pity.
By the time he had gathered the wares and restored them to the tray the gong had sounded. He tightened the
cord around his neck and hurried down. Some one stopped him for a package of cigarettes as he drew near the
train. A box of matches was added.
“Please give me the money quickly, babu!”
“Wait a minute, fellow. You’re not a lord!” The babu opened the packet deliberately, took out a cigarette,
struck a match and then asked, “How much?”
“Thirteen pice!” “Everybody else sells for eleven pice while you! I’ll give you three annas.” “All right.”
The Babu took a rupee note out of his pocket. Apparently he wanted to change it. Badri had to take out his
purse and count the coins into his hand. The Babu insisted that a four anna piece was counterfeit and demanded
four one anna coins for it in exchanged.
“How much are those enameled spoons?” Before he had gone more than a few feet someone else stopped him.
Shanti was beckoning to him from a window in the train. Badri saw her. He glanced in her direction, held his
breath and asked, “Will you buy one?”
“Is it durable? I’ll give you six pice.”
The train whistled. He left the spoon in the hands of his customer and ran towards Shanti. There was not time
to wait for the money. But he reached Shanti late. And what was there for him to say! When he came close enough
Shanti, anxious and distressed, put out her hand and dropped the porcelain doll on to the tray. Then she smiled and
said, “I stole it!”
Badri put the tray down on the platform and ran, keeping up with the moving train. He ran like a child, without
knowing why.
Shanti leaned out and cried. “Where were you? Ah! You’ll trip and fall! Stop! Stop! You’re crazy!”
The train was picking up speed. The stranger girl hung far out of the window and smiled, lifting her hands with
the palms pressed together to her forehead in a gesture of farewell. The distance between them was growing.
Badri came back and looked at the doll. It was still moist and warm from Shanti’s touch. He promised himself
never to sell it. He would conceal it in the bamboo frame of his thatched hut. No one should ever know that the
doll was the token of the greatest frustration he was ever to experience.
He stared down the tracks to the point where the train had disappeared from sight. Nothing could be seen.
Above the jungle of thorn trees beside the converging lines the dawn sky was reddening by degrees.
Badri took up his rattle to begin his business for another day. He shook it but it made no sound. Only his hands
were shaking.\fn{The second section of the text begins on the page 170. Below: Nandi, Shiva’s mount, as a 17 th century sculpture at
Mysore, India; a contemporary vision of Vishnu, the Supreme Being; his temple in the Khajuraho temple complex, Madhya Pradesh }
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231.213 Excerpt from The Resignation\fn{by Jainendra Kumar (1905-1988)} Kodiyaganj, Aligarh District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 12
1
No, no, I will not sit to judge of good and evil. I can not measure virtue and vice. Being a judge, given to
uphold the scales of justice, I know that law has a value without being just. That is why I say, it is not for me to
weigh men’s sins against their virtues, and to pronounce the sinner sinful for the sake of the righteous. I leave that
task to those more endowed and responsible and wish them well. I personally would not even say that my aunt
was not sinful. Yet now it is her alone that I regret, and her memory makes the high wall of respectability that
surrounds me and insulates me seem sham.
Because of her I shall never know peace of mind. I have just received news of her death, and, though I do not
know how she died, of this I am certain, that she died in torture; for many years before she died I knew it would
be so. But in her last hour did she think of me? She must have done. This thought frightens me.
My family originally came from the West. My father was a highly respectable gentleman, and my mother the
model mistress of his household. If she had only been one half a tenth as gentle as she was capable … But “if” is a
monster that devours all. It is enough to say that she lacked tenderness. My aunt, though four or five years older
than myself, was still a child, being many years younger than her brother, my father. And like myself she lived
beneath my mother’s iron rule. This was a rule that knew no mercy, and to this day I am still uncertain whether
such inflexibility does more harm or good.
My father was one of two brothers and three sisters. The brother saw service as an overseer here and there in
the United Provinces, arid then, after some years, quite suddenly and to his great liking he was transferred to
Burma. His visits gradually became rarer, until they ceased altogether. The two elder sisters were both married
and both died in childbirth, and so at last my little aunt alone remained. My father was of course most. fond of
her, and obeyed her slightest whim, so that my mother was much exercised lest she be spoilt. It could not perhaps
be said that her love for the girl was any less than that of her husband, but she fully intended to mould her in
accordance with a pattern of her own.
Even now, the memory of my child-aunt’s beauty startles me. Good looks such as hers are rarely given, and
indeed today I am tempted to think that they are not. freely bestowed by Providence, but rather that a cruel price is
taken later. My father doted on her.
But, to continue, my aunt and I were inseparable. She used to go to the town school in a carriage and as soon
as she got back home she would run to find me and confide in me the tricks she had been up to while she was
away.
“Oh Pramod, I just can’t tell you how we ragged teacher today!” Then she would break off in laughter, leaving
me gaping at her as if enchanted by one of the elfin faces that I had heard of in fairytales.
“Pramod, you know our maths teacher? That dreadful Shila went and put a pin on his chair. You ought to see
him, Pramod, his eyes I mean. He fixes you with one eye and the other eye seems to wander all over the place.
When the pin pricked him he was beside himself with anger—literally!
“‘Who has done this?’ he shouted. ‘Let her stand up.’
“Nobody said anything. We just sat terrified, and Shila quailed like a mouse before a cat, poor thing.
“‘Very well, then,’ he said, waving his cane like this, ‘I shall cane every one of you.’
“He really was in a rage! .You should have seen his face! All the girls began to look at each other, and I didn’t
like it one little bit, so I stood up and said,
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“‘I did it.’
“First he just looked at me, and then he called me out in front of the class and made me hold out my hand. He
gave me three cuts and, I was expecting more, but he put down his cane and I took my hand away. I didn’t feel
hurt at all. Honestly, Pramod, I just kept looking at those eyes of his—one fixed on me and the other wandering
goodness knows where. Oh, Pramod, you really must see him some time. He is a perfect scream. At last he
shouted:
“‘You won’t do it again, will you?’
“What could I say? I mean, really, it’s only fair that I can do it just once now, isn’t it? And then he bellowed:
‘Go back to your place!’ and I went.
“Shila sits next to me: she just stared and stared straight at me, so I spoke first and said:
“‘Don’t be a silly!’
“She just squeezed my hand against the desk; and looked at me with those big eyes of hers. She’s such a crazy
thing. I said:
“‘Shila, just look, he’s got his eyes on you.’
“You know Shila, Pramod. She is a darling really, but she is awfully naughty. We’re such friends, you know.
But she is mad. After school she just kept clinging to me and crying. I slapped her cheek and told her to stop it,
but she just sobbed and sobbed and never said a thing. Pramod, you must come and visit Shila with me one day.
You will, won’t you?” Suddenly she would recollect something and say:
“That’s enough! What about your mother?” She was terribly afraid of Mother, and always referred to her in
this way, as belonging to me,
Study itself did not interest her much, but she enjoyed going to school, and was fond of arranging her books
and papers.. By temperament she was carefree and happy, but in some way the presence of my mother seemed to
cast a cloud upon her.
Innumerable childhood incidents come to mind as I write. I remember how she used to dress me up, and stroke
my cheek and sometimes caress me, and how she shared with me her inmost secrets. It is as if we were children
together only yesterday.
Time went by, and she grew up to be quite a little lady. I drew comfort from her presence. and was always
longing to be with her. Sometimes she would tenderly whisper to me words of grave advice.
“Look, kid, we must obey our elders, and respect everyone, and always tell the truth. Good boys grow up to be
great men. Oh Pramod, won’t you be a great man when you grow up?” Sometimes she would call me “kid,”
sometimes “little brother” and sometimes simply “chump.”
I cannot tell for certain whether she was in the ninth or tenth standard, but I know that I had reached the age of
twelve, and belonged to her body and soul, when I first became aware of a change in her love for me. She no
longer offered me advice, but would hold me to her breast with a distant look in her eye and say nothing: I used to
ask her whether anything was wrong, or if something had happened at school, but she would answer, “Oh! It’s
nothing,” and avoid my eyes. Then I would seize her hands and reproach her, gazing straight into her eyes:
“Bua\fn{Father’s sister} darling, you never tell me anything nowadays.” Taking both my hands in her one hand,
and slapping me gently on the cheek with the other she. would answer,
“Isn’t Pramod silly?”
I observed, took that she no longer minded being left to herself. In the evening she would lie in a cot on the
roof, quietly watching the birds in the sky, or following with her eyes the whirling kites until they fell from view
below the level of the roof. Or she would lie face down on the cot and draw pictures on the ground with a lump of
charcoal.
Often I would find her on the roof and watch her without declaring my presence. At last she would suddenly
notice me, and demand as if startled, “Hullo Pramod, where did you spring from?” and I would answer,
“Why, I’ve been. here all the time!”
“And why do you never talk to me nowadays?” Without answering I would sit on the edge of her cot, and
gradually her arms would draw me down backwards over her, forcing me to look up at the sky.
“Look!” she would exclaim. “There is a kite, yes, a kite.” Then there would be a pause, until she started the
conversation again.
“Do you like flying kites?”
“Yes.”
“Will you play with one now?”
“Father won’t let me.” At this reply she would hug me with sudden enthusiasm and say,
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“But. we will fly one! It will fly ever so high, yes, it will be the highest kite of all. Come on, let’s!” And I
would say,
“All right, let me go and buy one.”
Then she would gaze at me for some time, but there was no recognition. in her eyes, and she did not seem to
see me at all. At such times I felt as if her eyes sought to pierce right through me to see some other thing unknown
to me. Suddenly she would push me away and say in a deprecating tone,
“Ay, let it alone. Children who fly kites often have nasty falls.”
Once during this period she came home from school rather late.
“What detained you?” Mother inquired.
“Oh, I’ve been at Shila’s.”
Mother made no further comment. My aunt was more than usually restless. Outwardly she was bubbling over
with happiness and was completely unable to concentrate on her household tasks. She talked about innumerable
scattered things, and kept up a continuous excited chatter.
“Well, Pramod, let’s go over the canal bridge sometime, shall we?”
“Look! What are your favorite sweets ? … Ay, sweets! Let it alone!”
“What about that kite you were going to buy?”
“You know I stopped for a little while at Shila’s. I hope your mother didn’t misunderstand.”
“Get up, lazy! However can you stay in this stuffy room? Let’s sit out on the roof and get a breath of fresh air!”
In this way she said one thing with one breath and forgot it with the next. Nothing occupied her for long. Her
mind was wafted aimlessly here and there like a feather on the breeze. She laughed without cause, and dragged
me from one place to another without reason. Her vagaries puzzled me.
“Auntie!” I asked, “What’s the matter with you today?”
“Don’t ‘auntie’ me! I don’t like to be auntie. Pramod. you must call me jiji.\fn{Same as didi, sister} That’s what
Shila always calls me.”
“But you are my auntie.”
“I don’t like being auntie. Auntie—let it alone! Look at that bird up there—I wish I was a bird!”
“A bird?”
“Yes, A sparrow with tiny wings. Just to spread one’s wing and fly away wherever one wants—how wonderful
it must be ! A little sparrow with tiny wings. Yes, I quite definitely long to be a sparrow. That night she hugged me
to herself and asked,
“Pramod! Do you love me?” Hearing these words I buried my face in her bosom without answering and she
herself said,
“Well, Pramod, I love you very much, too.”
Thereafter .for several consecutive days she came home late from school, until one day she was so late that a
servant had to be sent to fetch her from Shila’s home.
The next incident came two days later. I had been out, and was just coming into the house, when I ran into
Mother. She seemed taken aback to see me, and trying to regain her composure, asked irrelevantly:
“Where have you been?” I was so much disconcerted by her glare that I could not answer one word.
“Well! Go and bring me a cane at once.” I remained rooted to the floor till she shouted again:
“Are you deaf? Go and bring me a cane!”
Totally unaware of what had taken place, I was expecting a thrashing for myself. Terrified, I went to father’s
room and brought her the cane. She snatched it from me, and without another word retired to the back room,
bolting the door behind her. Next I heard the lashing of the cane. I was paralyzed with astonishment. The first
blow was followed by a scream, but after that there was no more sound of pain, while the swish of the cane
continued. Could it be Bua? There was no way of confirming or removing my doubt. I stood there helpless, my
heart numb, wild with impatience.
At last Mother unbolted the door and came out, her lips a tight blue line in an ashen face, the hand that held out
the cane still quivering almost as if she would start to beat her own body. It seemed as if she was only resisting the
urge to lash herself with the utmost difficulty. She went right past me to her room, paused for a moment at the
courtyard and went inside.
I was still at a loss to understand what had happened. After a while I plucked up courage and entered the little
back room where the beating had taken place. There, lying prostrate on the ground, was Bua. Her sari had slipped,
but still clung to her body in dark patches, through which one could almost see the cuts which the lashes had
made. Here and there the blue weals showed on her back and shoulders. No sound passed her lips. She lay there
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senseless and still. Beneath the disheveled mass of her hair, her head lay upon the crook of her arm. I could not
speak. I should have clasped her in my arms and wept, but could not. I crept out of the room.
After this I never saw a smile on her face again. Five or six months later she was married. It was my mother
who, with the greatest promptness and thoroughness, made all the arrangements.
From the day of the incident my aunt had to leave school and devote herself to household tasks. She shunned
the sight of strangers, avoided even me, trying to completely efface herself. If she ever wore white, she would
quickly reduce it to a nondescript dullness. Sewing and sweeping took up all her time. Father, too, seemed out of
sorts. Off and on he would try to draw her out with some pleasantry, but meeting with no response became
moody.
Something was wrong with mother also. She found fault with me in and out of season and without cause, while
the servants suffered even more. She would keep mumbling to herself for a while, and then suddenly flare up,
snapping at the nearest person present. Seeing me before her she would :suddenly burst out,
“Pramod! What are you goggling at? Take the broom from your auntie’s hands and sweep the room out
yourself. Young people nowadays are always dodging work!” Or she would say:
“Where has that Bansi got to? This poor girl gets left to do all the work. I don’t know what the servants are
coming to. I shall fine him one rupee for irresponsibility.” Through her concern for my aunt she was always
breaking out in this way, yet she never addressed her directly on any subject.
The wedding drew nearer and nearer, until at last it was all over. Before she went away for good, Bua held me
once again to her breast, for a long time, and shed many tears.
“Well, Pramod darling,” she advised me, “always obey your elders. Respect everybody. Always speak the
truth. That’s what makes you a good boy. Pramod, you are going to be a great man, some day, aren’t you?”
Although I was growing up, and no longer regarded myself as a child, I nestled against her like a chicken.
“Pramod!” she went on, “from now on you must think of me as dead. Forget all about me. How lucky you
are!” I pressed my face against her at that to conceal my tears.
When the time came for her departure I wept openly and shamelessly. Hanging desperately to her dress, I
declared I would not eat and drink without her, calling my mother a monster and threatening that I would not stay
at home without Bua. At this Father became angry and smacked me, but still I would not get up. When they freed
her dress from my clutches, I clung to her feet, holding on to the toe-rings, so that she herself had to raise me. I
could see how swollen her eyes were behind her veil. Holding my chin in her cupped hand she said,
“Pramod! Listen to me. Let me go. I shall soon came back.”
The sight of her tear-stained face melted my obstinacy. Eagerly I demanded:
“You will come back soon?”
“Yes, I must surely come back soon.”
“Then swear by me.”
“Very well, I swear by my Pramod.”
Mother was standing close by, her face drawn and lips dry. I felt like hanging round her neck and crying:
“Mother. Oh, my mother!”
Meanwhile my aunt pressed a silk handkerchief into my hand and slipped away. Before I could collect myself
the car had already left the doorway.
2
After she had gone I felt continually uneasy. Mother often tried to soothe and console me and I sometimes did
the same for her, but after the bustle of the wedding the whole house seemed desolate.
On the fourth day she arrived back. I had seen my new uncle at the wedding. He was a big burly man in his
middle thirties, with thick bushy whiskers, and altogether presented quite a contrast with my frail little aunt. I
learned afterwards that this was his second marriage. My aunt had brought me some presents from her husband’s
family. Leading me into a quiet corner she whispered,
“Pramod, just look what I have brought for you.”
But I did not want to see what she had brought me: I wanted her to talk to me. I longed to hear her speak of
happiness and sorrow, as she had used to talk, and to learn how she was getting on at her new home.
“Why are you pale? Why are you absent and restless? See here, Bua, I am the same Pramod, and no longer a
child either; you can confide in me and I shall understand. If anyone has upset you, just leave him to me. I don’t
want to look at the presents you have brought. Dear Bua, won’t you tell me what is on your mind?”
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All this and more I wanted to convey to her without speaking. Seeing me silent she asked:
“Why don’t you say something? Just look at these things.” Lifting my eyes to hers I said meekly:
“All right, let me see.” She hesitated.
“Why do you talk so strangely? What has gone wrong with you?”
“Nothing.”
“Then why are you so sad?”
“Because you have changed towards me.” Perhaps this answer hurt her.
“What do you mean by that? How have I changed?”
“Treating me as if I did not belong.”
At these words she was taken aback. Then, drawing me to her she said,
“Pramod! The truth is that I no longer belong. I am an outsider now. Your mother has thrown me out. And
what’s more, I was not meant for the kind of place I have to go to now. But look! Will you do me a favor?” I
answered her with eager eyes that strove to let her know that I lived only to serve her.
“Will you?” Hearing her repeat the question I freed myself from her embrace and sat up promptly.
“At once, tell me what I must do.” She gazed steadily at me for a long time and then with a deprecating smile
she said,
“No, no, it’s nothing, absolutely nothing.”
“Tell me,” I said, and gripped her hand. “Tell me honestly. I must do it.”
“Will you go to Shlla’s house?”
“I shall go.”
“And what will you do there?” I looked at her in astonishment.
“No, no!” she burst out. “It’s just a joke. There is nothing you can do for me now.”
Then with an effort, she showed me one by one all the presents she had brought. There was an air-gun which I
liked very much.
“Would you like a real gun?” she asked.
“Yes, I shall shoot crows with it. I don’t like crows.”
“Real bullets kill men,” she remarked. “That is why I only brought you a toy. What does it mean to die? Do
you understand it?”
“Yes, I know all about it.”
“Really? What do you know? Tell me.”
“To die means to become dead.”
She smiled at this, and was silent. Finally she asked:
“What would you do if I died?”? I did not speak, but stared hard at her.
“I am no longer a child,” my look meant to say. “I can understand. You should. not make jokes about dying. If
you can die, I can die too. You do not know how easy it would be, once you were gone. I cannot live without you.
But while I’m alive to protect you, do not talk of dying.”
The next day she sent me to Shila’s house with a note for Shila’s brother. I knew about Shila but this was the
first I had heard of her brother. I had been told to give the note to him personally. As soon as I saw him I admired
him. Once the note was. in his hand he completely forgot my presence, so much so that I felt hurt, but later he told
me that he liked me very much, patted my cheek, carried me on his shoulders and gave me all kinds of sweets. I
liked Shila, too, and would have been glad of an excuse to visit them both every day. He scribbled a short note
and put it in my pocket.
“What’s your name?” he said. “Pramod? You are a brave little fellow, Pramod.” He lifted me off the ground
and shook me.
“This letter is for your auntie and nobody else, do you understand?”
I said nothing. Even if his letter had been addressed to my mother I should have given it to my aunt. Stuffing
bars of chocolate into both my pockets, he said,
“You’re a good boy. What class are you in at school?”
“Seventh.”
“Seventh class! That’s very good indeed. Well, Pramod, tell your auntie I shall be here for about a month. Do
you understand?” Of course I understood, but he wanted to make sure.
“What do you understand?” he inquired..
“I shall be here for about a month.” At this he burst out laughing;
“Not you, my good friend, me. It will be me and me alone.”
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Like Bua's letter, his note was not sealed, and I admired him so much that I wanted to examine his
handwriting. I opened it, and looked at the well-formed letters, wondering whether I should ever be able to write
such a beautiful hand. The phrase, “My dear,” with which it started seemed to me particularly well written, so
much so that for weeks afterwards I kept trying it out m my own letters in exactly the same style. I returned
straight to Bua and delivered the note. She pounced on it eagerly, and though it was short enough pored over it for
several minutes, quite oblivious to my presence, as I stood pathetically by.
After a considerable time she looked up, deliberately folded the letter and let her eyes wander vacantly over
me; just as if she was trying to see somebody else. For a moment she seemed to have forgotten every thing as if
she had withdrawn from spatial existence altogether. Then still staring at me without expression, she tore the note
mechanically into tiny pieces, as if some unseen power compelled her to the act. Then she seemed to slowly wake
up and recognize the things around her.
“Pramod!” she said, “You must never go there again. Did I tell you to wait for an answer? You must never
bring me letters from anybody, did you understand?”
I did not. She spoke again.
“Why are you so simple? Don’t you know I’m a married woman?”
“Yes, I know it. I know it very well.”
“You don’t know anything.. You are a real chump. I am burning inside—” I had nothing to say.
“Do you know what it is to burn inside?”
I did not know. But watching the flicker of her uncertain smile I felt a great lump of pain within. I would do
anything to help her. I longed to ease her sorrow, or in sheer helplessness to weep against her breast.
“Look, Pramod!” She continued. “If Shila’s brother sends another message, I shall throw myself out of the
window. What does he take me for?”
I was going to tell her that Shila’s brother would be there for another month and that I liked him immensely,
but before I could start she said,
“Go and tell that to Shila from me. I really mean it, Pramod. I shall kill myself. Mrinal will never go back on
her word.”
Something in her tone and the way she looked seemed to suggest that she had not said enough, that in order to
convince herself as well as me she must affirm even more definitely her determination to die in such an
eventuality.
Her stay with us was only to last a few days, after which her husband would come to take her home. She had
no desire to go, and as the day approached she seemed to withdraw more and more inside herself, staring fixedly
in front of her, seeing nothing—nothing but the vague outlines of a fate she could not comprehend. It was a look
that withheld a question while at the same time thirsting for an answer. But the answer was as inscrutable as the
question was inexpressible.
The day before she was to go, she was lying on an uncovered bed in her room. She had been ill since the
previous evening.
“Tomorrow I am going away, Pramod.” I went on stroking her forehead, and made no reply.
“Stop. Leave it now,” she said.
“You never take any medicine,” I complained.. “And …” At these words she appeared to focus her eyes on me
with an effort and she said after a pause,
“Do something for me, Pramod. You know Shila’s brother is studying medicine. I’ll just write the name of a
medicine. Will you fetch it from him for me?”
What objection could I have? She scribbled a name in English on a slip of paper, and off I went. But as soon as
Shila’s brother saw it he turned on me menacingly.
“What does this mean?” he demanded.
“Aunt Mina wants the medicine.”
“Medicine!”
“Yes. She’s got a headache.”
Without another word he started pacing fiercely up and down the room, twisting and rolling the paper between
his fingers with such pressure that the veins on his hand stood alarmingly out.
“Shall I go?” I asked at last, plucking up courage. He stopped, and looking at me said almost pleadingly:
“Couldn’t I come with up to examine her? Pramod! Will you take me to her?”
“No,” I answered. “Jiji would throw herself out of the window.” He said nothing more.
“Won’t you give me the medicine?” I ventured again.
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“Medicine?” he challenged.
“All right then. If you won’t, you won’t. I must be going.”
He opened the little ball of paper which was still in his hand and tore it into a thousand pieces, rolled them into
a ball again, and flinging it in my face shouted:
“Here is your medicine! Take it!”
I do not remember anything further worth recording. The next day brought my uncle. It was impossible for me
to behave naturally in his presence, and for his part he also seemed to avoid talking to me. Aunt Mima was out of
sorts, but there was nothing definitely wrong with her. He had made all arrangements for the journey. She had
nothing to worry about. It was only three hundred miles and they would go by car. If necessary they could break
their journey at one of the many rest-houses. There was no need for father to be concerned about her health. He
would look after her … My father said:
“Yes, of course. But …!”
“There’s not the least cause for alarm,” uncle continued. “She will not be tired in any way:”
“You know she is feeling …” father persisted.
“Yes. It’s the climate here—it is, you know,” came his reply. “She needs a change. I’m planning on spending
September and October in Kashmir.. They’re supposed to be the ideal months. The air of Gulmarg is so …”
The next day saw my aunt away on her journey, with her devoted husband.
3
Some time after our family moved to Eastern India where I went to a new school in a higher class. The
memory of Bua never left me for a minute. She wrote off and on, but her letters were very short. Mother would
tell me that everything was all right, and that there was no further news, but father always kept silent when I
mentioned the name of Aunt Mina. Without understanding its cause I could sense his unhappiness.
“Father,” I would say, “please let me go and bring auntie Mina home.” For a moment he would brighten up and
say,
“Would you like to?” But then his interest died down at once and he would continue,
“But she is in her own home now. Let her be happy there. It is really no business of ours.”
Something like eight months passed in this way when suddenly, without warning, Bua turned up accompanied
by a servant. Father was a little upset by the unconventionality of her visit, but there could be no doubt that he
was overjoyed to see her; and mother also expressed no disapproval. She even seemed in an indirect way to
criticize the conduct of my uncle.
Everything was just like old times again, yet I could see that Bua was drastically altered. She seemed to have
lost her bearings. One moment she would be chattering away merrily and the next moping in a corner. She was
sick, too, and pale with advanced pregnancy. She complained perpetually of nausea, and took no interest in her
food. Everything she did betrayed an overwhelming lassitude. Once I approached her and said,
“Auntie Mina, I do hope you’re not going to leave us soon. Please stay here with us.”
“Perhaps I will,” she answered dully. “But what’s that to you? You should be thinking of your lessons.”
As she spoke an indescribable look came into her eyes and her voice faltered. I don’t know what I understood
from this, but I burst out very seriously,
“Bua, you don’t ever have to go away. I won’t allow it.”
“Indeed? And by what right will you stop me?”
“I just won’t let you go, so there!” She smiled at me bitterly.
“That is what you say now. Why didn’t you stop my going before? It’s too late now.” The expression of her
face roused me.
“Why is it too late? Now everything is possible. I’d like to see uncle try to take you away this time!”
“Don’t try to show off, Pramod,” she replied. “Mightn’t Aunt Mina have something to say in this matter? She
no longer belongs here. She belongs there—to him … What right have you to take away your uncle’s private
property?”
I was unable to understand the full meaning of these words, but the agony in her voice affected me deeply. It
was plain that the thought of her new home was painful to her. To me, in my simplicity, the solution seemed
simple enough. If she did not like the place, why not break everything off for good and all?
I see now how naïve and childlike this reasoning was. Now I understand clearly enough that marriage is not
just a personal relationship: it is also a social commitment, and cannot be broken at the mere wish of the
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individual. It is not a problem of the emotions merely but also of social order and discipline. It cannot be settled
by personal decision. One cannot evade the rules, one can only break them, and how can breaking be a real
solution?
But a lower-form schoolboy can not know all this. It was therefore with complete assurance that I informed her
that she must stay with us permanently, and let her husband do his worst. She had nothing to fear. When I grew
up, I told her, I would make lots of money and look after her.
Strangely enough this childish consolation was not without effect. For a moment her vivid face relaxed and
laughing gently she said:
“With such a powerful supporter I am bound to come through. Tell me, are you top of the class?”
This question seemed to me irrelevant. My one thought was to free her heart from its burden of misery.
“Be frank with me,” I begged. “Do you want to go back?”
“Do you really want me to be frank?”
“Yes; tell me everything.”
“Why should I?” she laughed. I was hurt.
“Won’t you tell me?” I begged.
“Very well, I’ll tell you. I want to live with you forever. Will you have me?”
The look with which she said these words abashed me. Then dragging me once again into her arms she held
me fiercely and said,
“Tell me one thing: How would you like to be caned?”
“What?” I exclaimed.
“I should like to cane you just once—just to see how you take to it.” There was something strange in the way
she spoke.
“What are you talking about?” I demanded.
“I’m telling you everything. I never told anyone till. now. I don’t like being caned—neither in this house nor in
the other.” I was thunderstruck.
“Do you mean he beats you?”
“Yes.”
“With a cane?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because I am a bad woman, that’s why.”
After hearing this I could not look her in the face. Overwhelmed, I buried my face between her breasts. As I lay
there I thought how I would like to rest her head in my lap and stroke her forehead and say,
“Forget about it. Forget everything that is painful. There are still places where there are no monsters and no
beatings. That is where we shall live.”
But I said nothing. I just clung to her helplessly. I felt the heaving of her breast, and presently a few tears fell
on my head.
I have no idea what passed between father and uncle, but there was a great deal of correspondence lasting three
whole months, during which period Aunt Mina stayed with us. At last it was agreed that she should go back to
uncle and I think my father promised that he would never again receive her in his house without her husband’s
permission. On his side my uncle withdrew certain accusations which he had made against my aunt and
apologized.
But to leave surmises aside, once I was sitting with my father in his room when Bua came in and sat down
quietly in a corner.
“How are you keeping, Mina ?” my father asked.
“Very well, thank you.”
“You don’t seem happy here—” Mina did not reply.
“He’ll be arriving on Sunday, he writes—that’s five days from now. Mini, you mustn’t let this happen again.
He’s a nice man, otherwise we couldn’t have smoothed things out with him. My dear child … this kind of thing
should be avoided at all costs. Quarrels are inevitable now and then but a wife has no succor to look for apart
from her husband. It’s quite true what they say about a husband being the only meaning and the end of a woman’s
existence. Her home is where he is, and her duty, her virtue and her salvation are all from him alone. But you
already understand all this.”
Father finished in a weak, apologetic tone. Still Bua did not speak. After a while, he began again:
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“Tell me Mina. Is there anything on your mind, anything you want to say to me?”
“Nowadays I don’t feel well. I don’t want to go just yet.”
“You don’t want to go just yet?” echoed father. Mina was silent.
“But he is coming to take you away.”
Still she did not speak. This continued silence made father uneasy—
“Well, Pramod!” he said looking at me. “Run along to your lessons like a good boy.” Observing my reluctance
he said more sharply,
“Did you hear me, Pramod?”
I had to leave the room, but I stopped just outside to listen. Father said pleadingly:
“Look here, Mina. It isn't my idea to pack you off just at this time. I know your condition. But what can I do?
Tell me!” She persisted in her silence, and I heard father pacing, about the room.
“Mini!” he said at last: “Tell me what it’s all about.” He paused, waiting for a reply that did not come, took a
few more paces and stopped again.
“Mina! I can see that something is upsetting you. But how can I know what it is, unless you tell me? How can I
put matters right? Mini, you can only just remember your father, and mother you never saw. I am all that you have
left. If you can’t trust me, who can you trust? My child, tell me what makes you so unhappy?”
“There’s nothing to tell, Sir. I just don’t want to go back, that’s all.”
“Yes, yes. I can see that for myself. But how long could you put it off? After all …”
“I don’t ever want to go back.”
“Then what, pray, do you intend, may I ask?”
“If you don’t want me here I shall go away from this place too.”
“Where?” he demanded, suddenly very angry.
“I would like to join father, if only I knew the way,” said Mina very quietly.
I heard nothing more save father’s heavy tread and the angry cough of someone clearing his throat. Still I
waited, but still I heard only his angry tread and the sound of panting until at last I stole away. When we next met,
I asked her:
“Bua! So father is sending you away?”
“Shut up, Pramod!” she snapped. “Why can’t you mind your own business?”
This inexplicable rebuff wounded my vanity, and I stayed away from her for the rest of that day. But. towards
evening she suddenly caught me in her arms, and asked tearfully:
“Are you angry with me, Pramod? Babuji\fn{A courteous form of address for anyone, used also for elders including fathers }
wants me to leave. What shall I do?” she continued.
I could not reply. Putting her hand on my shoulder she said:
“I ought to go; don’t you think?” Seeing that I was struck dumb she went on:
“Oh, well! Leave it alone! Tell me; will you sometimes think of me when I’m away?”
“Bua!” I replied at last. “I shall always remember you!”
“Even when I’m dead?” I was wiser by now.
“Don’t talk nonsense,” I said. “I don’t like hearing you talk like that.”
“All right. But tell me one thing. When you’re a man, if I send for you, will you come?”
“Like a shot.”
“No matter under what circumstances?”
“Yes! I shall!”
“Well, now, listen to me. You will never come, because I shall never send for you. You must forget all about
me. This time, when I am gone think of me as dead. From now on I won’t give you any more trouble.”
After some minutes she suddenly asked me whether I knew what the husband’s house was to his wife. I
answered that I did not know.
“It is paradise,” she said.
“Maybe,” said I, but she would not be so easily satisfied.
“It really is paradise! Of course it is. If it isn’t, the wife must be unnatural.”
My unprotesting silence seemed to provoke her. Seeing that I remained unconvinced she continued,
“And do you know what paradise is?” At once she answered her own question.
“Paradise: is a place of a great comfort. The gods live there.”
The next morning her behavior was suddenly calm and normal. She asked mother to arrange with the
washerman that all the clothes should be ready by Sunday in time for her departure, and even purchased a few
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things from the bazaar. Then she seemed to be entirely taken up with packing, arranging the contents of her
trunks. She declared that this time she would take no books with her. They were evil things. He didn’t approve of
them. They were a waste of time. No, she would have nothing more to do with books, new or old. She kept herself
busy in this way all morning. Then, when she went after lunch to lie down she was suddenly seized by a violent
headache.
“What’s the matter, Bua?” I inquired.
“I have a headache,” she told me.
“Let me massage your forehead,” I offered.
“No.”
“Then put some balm on your temples,” I persisted.
“No”
“Shall I bring you some Eau-de-Cologne?”
“For goodness sake stop bothering me! How often must I tell you? No, no, no!”
I found out that she had been suffering from an internal pain for two or three days. I was just going to suggest
calling a doctor when she exclaimed,
“I won’t have any doctor coming to see me.”
“What are you going to do then?” I asked. .
“Oh, I’ll be all right,” she assured me.
As the afternoon wore on her pain increased, but she merely lay sullen yet uncomplaining, refusing to ask for
help, and though I frequently made up my mind to go and inform father at once, she forbade me with such
sharpness that I did not dare. Her whole body was wracked with sudden agonized spasms, as if some demon
within her body kept twisting her inside. Pain distorted her face into an expression horrible to see. How I bore it
without going to fetch help I do not know. Every time I rose to go, she swore she would kill herself if I mentioned
a word to anyone.
“My death will be on your head,” she said.
“Then what are you going to do?” I demanded .at last.
“It’s only a slight pain in my bowels. It will be all right in a bit,” she told me. “Look here. If you go to the
bazaar you might bring me some cottonseed oil. Be sure you don’t forget.” By this time I had grown wary and
asked suspiciously,
“What is it for, Bua?” In spite of her pain, she laughed shortly at this.
“You are getting wise, Pramod,” she said. “It’s not poison, I promise you. Now be sure you don’t forget.”
“Will it do you good?”
“Yes, I am sure it will. Will you get it?”
The havoc which that beastly medicine wrought on her is indescribable. Father and mother both became
anxious, but I concealed what I knew, out of dread. For some time an abortion was feared, but although this was
ultimately averted she suffered every other agony. After three days of torture she looked like a resuscitated corpse.
It was a pitiable sight but extreme pity turns to anger, and in my anxiety. I scolded her sharply for what she had
done. She heard me patiently for a long time, and then said:
“So you too blame me, Pramod?”
“Who else can I blame?”
“Have it your own way,” she said resignedly. The way in which she said this touched me to the quick, and
made me regret my harshness.
“But why ever did you do it ?” I asked, softened.
“What did I do?”
“Oh, come now. You know very well that you brought it on yourself.” She looked at me for a time, and then
said steadily,
“Believe me, Pramod, I have not done anything deliberately. I’m so mixed up, I can’t think or plan anything. I
sometimes wonder whether it is I myself who do what I do. There is nobody to guide me, nobody would
understand. If you too start blaming me on top of everything else …” I could not understand what she meant, but
my heart welled up with inarticulate sympathy.
“But what do you want, Bua?” I asked
“What do I want? What should I want?” she said faintly.
“Why do you punish your body? Why do you want to destroy it?”
“Destroy it? … I don’t know. But what ought I to do with it? Tell me.” I was conscious of an unrecognizable
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pain, meaningless, limitless.
“Look here, Bua” I said, “Why not speak out and tell father everything, definitely and firmly? What is there to
be afraid of? Do that and then we’ll see who forces you .against your will!” She looked at me strangely.
“What is there to tell? Who forces me? What do you mean? Pramod, there’s still a lot you don’t understand.
You’re still only a child.” It angered me to be called a child.
“All right!” I said. “I’m just a child and don’t know anything, but if you tell me definitely, just once, that you
don’t want to go away I’ll have it out with this uncle of mine for good and all. Do you think I don’t count?” A
look of fear came into her face.
“Oh no! Let it alone! Don’t talk like that! Daughters are born in bond—they belong to another home. Who am
I that the rule should not apply to me? Am I any different from them? And then tell me this, have I a father? If he
had been—” I burst out,
“Who do you mean … have no father? What are you talking about? Haven’t you got Babuji? Haven’t you got
mother? Haven’t you got me?” She replied very gently,
“I have no one.” I flung myself on her breast.
“Haven’t you got me? Not me?” Folding me close in her arms she said,
“Yes, you are mine. You are all I have. Why else should I hang on like this, with this damned belly?”
Uncle arrived punctually on Sunday. He was amazed to find his wife so ill. Obviously, he gave his opinion, the
water did not agree with her. Just look how pale she had become! What was the matter? Dysentery? Vomiting and
purging for three days—terrible Who treated her? What, no good doctors available? What a hole! Perhaps the
district Civil Surgeon …
His anxious concern for his wife’s health and well-being was written all over his face and found vent in
ceaseless comment. He told my father, in my presence. that he ought to have been informed by wire of what had
happened. He could have fixed everything. Surely father knew of the fine quality of the water, milk and ghee at
his place? It was well-known: “Ghee and men come from the West.” In the west the most chronic invalid recovers
in no time …
Father could make no suitable reply. He looked humble and seemed to accept the justice of these accusations.
Once or twice he ventured mildly,
“Wouldn’t it be best to let her wait here a few days, in view of her condition?”
It appeared that her condition made uncle’s duty to take his wife away even more imperative. How could he
leave her side in these circumstances?
“Just wait and see. As soon as she’s been home a day or two, she’ll be right as rain. And what’s more, to tell
you the truth, coddling only makes these little illnesses worse. The best cure for most ailments is simply to forget
’em.” Such were uncle’s comments on the situation.
“I suppose you’ve explained everything to her properly,” he went on. “She must look after herself, of course,
spiritually as well as physically. The cog in the family wheel and so on! Rules of conduct and rules of health!
That’s the way for daughters and wives. I’m all for the old ways myself, and don’t mind admitting it. My own
family has a good name and unbroken tradition. The family and the law! If those go by the board, what’s left, I
ask you? She’s got to be made to understand somehow. Of course I drop a word to her now and then on this
subject, but take it from me, a hint from you will do a lot of good.”
At that time I had reached class Eight at school. I wonder what I understood of life. At any rate, I failed to
appreciate this discourse, but its general drift exasperated me. I seethed with unreasonable resentment, longing to
hurl some unpardonable insult in his teeth.. I had no clear cause for such ia reaction, but my blood boiled,
especially when I noticed the unhappy, humbled look on father’s face. I don’t know how I contained myself.
“Yes, yes, of course,” was all father had to say in reply to him. Suddenly uncle turned on me.
“Well, my little man! What is your name? Oh yes, I remember. It’s Pramod, isn’t it?” Maybe it was, thought I,
but what business was it of his anyway?
“What class are you in?”
“I have just been sent down because I failed in the half-yearly exam,” I lied.
“You failed? I am not pleased to hear that. What class?”
I kept my mouth shut. Why should I answer him?
“Come, come! I’m not going to bite you. What class?”
“I don’t mind having failed.” He spoke very kindly.
“We must always mind our failures, young man. Boys who study hard at school make a success in life.
Understand? All right. Come here. Come over here to me.”
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I stayed stock-still, stubbornly determined not to budge an inch.
“Go to your uncle and answer him,” said father.
I went stiffly across and stood before him, puffing out my chest. Taking my shoulders in his two hands he
shook me to and fro.
“Class Seven or Class Eight?” he inquired.
“Eight.”
“Well, failing is no good,” he said. Then, diving into pockets,
“Which would you rather have—a one-anna piece or a two-anna piece?”
As I am confessing, I might as well tell the whole truth.
“I will give you that much myself,” I thought to myself, “if you’ll let me tear out those bristly moustaches of
yours!” Indeed, I would have paid even eight annas for the privilege! Bringing his two closed hands in front of
me, uncle said:
“Which do you choose?” I gazed at him without speaking.
“Hurry up or the money will disappear, and then you’ll be sorry.” Viciously I answered:
“I can let you have two annas myself, if you need them.”
At this he burst into a forced “Ha, ha,ha” of mirth. Noticing the false ring of his laugh I was soothed.
“I’m in Class Eight, and I came first in the last examination,” I informed him.
Again he laughed—“Ho, ho, ho”—but I could tell he was displeased. I felt elated at his displeasure. It seemed
to make up for father’s humiliation.
*
The next day, during the preparations for their; departure, Bua said to me:
“Pramod, forgive me for anything I have ever done to offend you. I cannot say when we shall meet again.”
I had made up my mind for her sake to remain unmoved, but all my resolutions failed before her. At these
words I felt my heart would break.
“Bua! You’ll be sure to write to me,” I said, having to find something to say.
“Write? I’ll see,” she replied.
“You must write, without fail,” I persisted. “If ever you need me at your side, send for me and I shall come. I
can travel in the train all by myself now.”
“There’s nobody else I’d send for. But could you find your way to me alone?”
“I shall, I must, Bua. Nothing shall stand in my way.”
“Silly,” she said, and tapped me lightly on the cheek.
This time when she took her leave, Bua touched my mother’s feet, and stood back, saying not a word; Deeply
moved, my mother embraced her and said,
“Mini, I shall send for you to come very soon.. Remember your responsibilities in your husband’s home arid
try to please him, Mini.”
Then followed a shower of blessings which Bua received with a humility so abject it suggested she would
collapse under their weight and perhaps find salvation, that she might be true to her husband, bear him a family,
and be happy and prosperous. What else was there? When she came to my father, she burst into tears. which he
wiped away awkwardly with his handkerchief.
“What’s this?” he burst out incoherently. “What’s the meaning of this? It’s nothing, nothing at all. Don’t worry.
Don’t cry. Please don’t cry. Is this a time for tears?”
And suddenly he broke away and, went into the other room, busying himself with the luggage, counting the
boxes and bags and bedding and ordering the servants to carry them out. It seemed that this occupation took up all
his attention, so that he had no time for anything else.
I myself was determined not to cry, and not even a sob escaped me, but I felt frustrated. In my violent
resentment against the world in general I wanted to create a scene, I wanted to pick a quarrel with somebody and
shout.
“Let her go,” I thought despondently. “Let her go if she will.”
What did I want her for, anyway? If it came to that, what did I want with anybody? I had a score to settle with
mankind, and meant to settle it alone. It was my private concern, I wished neither to speak, nor to be spoken to.
And Bua? No, I would not think of her. I must not. But the thought came:
“Why, is she leaving? Why does she have to leave when I am here? Who is this uncle to come between us?
Very well! Let him take her! Let him go away! Let them both go—Only go!”
I chafed under the burden of suffering which I could not understand. I could neither act and overcome it nor
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weep and succumb. Unable to endure waiting any .longer for her departure, I ran into her room, bolting the door
behind me. It was dark in the empty room with the door closed, yet I covered my eyes with my hands, standing
stock-still in the center of the room. It was as if I was waiting for some sudden supernatural intervention— an
earthquake or other upheaval that would somehow put everything right. I. wanted to stand there and hold my
breath until life should leave me and I should simply cease to be. Suddenly I heard the strangled voice of my
mother calling somewhere.
“Pramod! Pramod!”
I. did not answer. I. refused to answer. Where was Pramod? He was nowhere. He just wasn’t—he had ceased to
exist.
“Pramod! Pramod, dear!” Her tone was such that I could hold no longer. Remaining as I was I shouted,
“No! I won’t hear you!”
“Where are you? Your auntie is crying for you.”
I came out. Without a word I turned coldly into the passage. They were all ready to leave.
“Hurry up. Be quick!” uncle was shouting.
Aunt Mina, veiled, stood waiting: was it for me? I came up to her and said,
“Did you call me, Bua?” The next moment she was hanging round my neck sobbing loudly.
“Come on! We’ll miss the train,” uncle broke in.
I took her, with her arms still round my neck, to where the car was waiting. After a ceremonial farewell to my
father, uncle took his seat. The engine started.
“My compliments, Master Pramod!” I heard my uncle say in a faintly ironical tone.
I swallowed hard.
10.3 Apa\fn{by Mumtaz Mufti (1905-1995)} Batala, Gurdaspur District, Punjab State, India (M) 6
At times, quite unexpectedly when Apa creeps into my memory, my eyes envision a tiny crystal glass lamp, its
low flame emitting a dim silent glow.
I clearly remember the evening as we were all sitting quietly in the kitchen—three of us, myself, Mummy and
Apa. Presently Baddoo came running in. He was only six or seven, then.
“Mummy! I want a bride, please Mummy!” he implored.
Mummy smiled. “Right now?” she exclaimed. “Very well, Baddoo. Shall we marry you to Apa?”
Baddoo shook his head and said, “Ugh, not Apa.”
“Oh dear, why not? What’s wrong with Apa?” Mummy asked.
Baddoo’s eyes sparkled when he announced, “I want to marry Chhajo Baji.”
Mummy was amused. She cast an endearing look at Apa and said: “But your Apa is such a nice girl, isn’t she?”
Baddoo paid no heed to her. Instead, he said: “Want me to tell you what Apa is like?” Then he gazed all
around, as if searching for something. His eyes came to rest on the hearth, where at its base lay a piece of burnt-up
dung-cake. He pointed to it and said: “Like that!” Then he suddenly looked up at the bright electric bulb overhead
and said: “And Chhajo Baji, like that—Chhajo Baji’s like that!”
We laughed at this when Tasadduq Bhai entered. Mummy wanted him to share the joke, and said: “Tassaduq,
just ask Baddoo what he thinks of Apa.”
Apa had seen Tassadduq Bhai enter. Immediately she turned her back as if she were deeply engrossed in her
cooking!
“Yes Baddoo, come on. What’s it about Apa?” he asked.
Baddoo was ready, “I will tell you,” he said, and tried to reach for the burnt piece of dung-cake. Perhaps he
wanted to show it to us, but Apa cut him short. She caught his outstretched hand, and waved a warning finger in
his puzzled face, “Don’t Baddoo. No! you shouldn’t.”
The poor child began to whimper. But Mummy would not let him either. “Silly child.” she said, “you shouldn’t
take it in your hand. It may still be burning hot.”
“But Mummy, it’s all burnt out,” Baddoo protested, tears beginning to gather in his earnest eyes.
“You don’t know, darling,” mother explained softly, “there may be fire inside though it looks like a burnt out
piece; you can’t see.”
Baddoo’s eyes widened innocently when he asked Apa, “Is there fire in this, Apa, really?”
Apa’s face turned a slight crimson. She opened her mouth, but all she could say was, “How should I know!”
Her voice was choked. She took up the mouth-blower and began to blow fiercely into the fire, unnecessarily of
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course.
*
It is only now that I understand. Apa lived in the depths of her heart that were so fathomless that not a word
could rise to the surface. What a witty thing Baddoo had said that night! Try as I might, I could not have said
anything to her other than: “Apa, you just sit there!” She would have smiled and grunted a mere “nonsense,” then
busied herself with whatever she was doing. For that matter she always seemed busy with household chores.
Everyone would give her something to do, so that she was flooded with many jobs to be done simultaneously.
Baddoo would cry! “Apa, Apa, my porridge please.” And there was Daddy demanding: “Sajjada, my child, isn’t
the tea ready yet?” and Mummy would draw her attention to the washer-boy who was waiting outside for ages!
And Apa would cope with a whole string of jobs, silently, without making any fuss. I knew she could do that.
Only, the Lord knows why, seeing her do everything, one couldn’t know if she was doing anything at all, or how
could she manage it so well. I, for my part, felt that she just sat idle all the time. She seemed to take a century
moving her head from this side to that. And when she walked, it didn’t seem she was walking at all!
Besides, I never saw Apa laughing; at the most she would smile and she smiled often. Then, lips slightly
parted, her eyes would go moist. It created a mysterious effect, like someone singing the Sindhi Bhairon tune in
deepest tones besides a brook in the moonlight. And yet, what did I know about Sindhi Bhairon, or any other
melody for that matter, or the moonlight, in those days! So I would think that Apa could do nothing other than
sitting tongue-tied; and that she didn’t know how to laugh.
She would just manage to skip to a place without an effort, as if someone had only given her a push. On the
other hand, how beautifully Sahira, our neighbor, walked, as if dancing to the rhythm of a Dadra. And then, I was
never tired of watching my cousin-sister, Sajo Baji promenade. How I wished Baji was ever near me and would,
in her peculiar way, bend her neck and say softly: “Yes please?” and “Isn’t it, darling?” The comers of her deep,
dark eyes would smile. I simply adored Baji.
Then there were my neighbors, Sahira and Surayya. All day long their house was filled with laughter, like the
peal of bells in a temple. How I wished I could spend every moment of my life in that happy house! As for our
home there was no one except a glum and gloomy Apa, a do-this-do-that shouting Mummy, and a day-longgurgling-on-the-hookah father!
I was irritated the day I heard father say to mother: “I say, Sajjada’s Mother, I guess there are too many utensils
in Sahira’s home.” Mother asked why, and father expounded:
“You see, all day long I hear sounds of tin pots clanging, or the sound of incessant laughter. Do they think they
are out on some picnic?”
Mother was annoyed: “How should I know! Really, 1 wish you stopped eavesdropping on other’s houses. At
your age, you.”
“Oh Hell!” father muttered, defending himself, “I didn’t mean that. I only meant that the moment a girl comes
of age happy sounds are bound to be heard from a house; and all the towns folk come to know that there is a
young girl in that house.” Then he added with paternal pride: “As I was going to say, our daughter Sajjada doesn’t
behave like that.”
As I heard that my anger mounted higher. So, she’s an angel in their eyes, I said to myself. But who hasn’t such
ideas about their children! I was furious. Wasn’t I their daughter, too? I wanted to run to the kitchen and make
faces at that dull “angel” Apa. I didn’t feel like eating anything the whole day, and kept fuming inside. What does
father know or care about except to smoke his cursed hookah and practice some horrid gurgling, or, at best, take a
book and read something silly and unintelligible?
As far as I was concerned, there was only Tassadduq Bhai who could say something interesting. When father
wasn’t home, he also used to sing sometimes in his bass voice. 1 don’t know what it was all about—something to
do with a silly, silent girl, with soft, moist eyes, full of romantic stories of their own, or something like that!
Hearing him sing, Apa would simply smile. If there wasn’t anything to smile at she would pat Baddoo’s cheeks
and say: “Come on Baddoo, why don’t you cry?” That would be an excuse for endless smiles at her own self.
Tassadduq Bhai—whom we called Bhaijan, out of respect—was our auntie’s son, and had been living with us
for a couple of months. He was studying at the University for his degree. He lived in the College boarding-house,
but one day when auntie was visiting us, she casually mentioned the bad food at the boarding-house which made
her son ill.
This caused a rumpus. Mother said she couldn’t imagine how her nephew lived in that wretched place at all
when his own was there to welcome him in her house. Quite a fuss was made over the alleged lack of auntie’s
feelings for her sister’s sentiments and love, etcetera. The result was that within a week, Tassadduq Bhai left the
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hostel and came to stay with us.
Bhaijan used to have a lot of fun with Baddoo and me. It was marvelous listening to him, and he was never
tired of Baddoo. But as for Apa, he was slightly reserved towards her. He did not say a word to her—almost. And
how could he? Whenever he was around, Apa’s head-cloth would automatically slide and cover a portion of her
face. Her moist eyes would bend down more than ever and she would busy herself with something. Who could
talk to such a machine? She was like that. But as I think back I realize that she used to listen quietly to every word
Bhaijan said, though she did not let others suspect this.
Tassadduq Bhai often asked Baddoo about Apa, but only when they were alone. He would ask: “Baddoo, what
could your Apa be doing just now, I wonder.”
“Apa? Oh she must be sitting idle. Shall I call her?”
Bhaijan would become nervous: “Oh, no, not that,” he would say and change the subject. “All right, Baddoo,
today we will …” or What’s this, Baddoo?” Thus shifting of Baddoo’s attention from the subject, he would try to
reason out the necessity of secrecy. “Damn you, man, you are no good at all. Don’t try to drum-beat everything I
say.”
And Baddoo, not so easily subdued, would cry: “What! Do you call me a drum?”
At this, in a frenzied way, Tassadduq Bhai would start beating the table: bang bang. “See? I mean bang bang,
pong. That’s how a drum is beaten. It’s also called a tom-tom, understand? Bang bang it goes … like yourself.”
And Baddoo’s protest would be drowned in the noise.
At such moments Apa would pause between her errands, and stop near and dear to listen. Then returning to the
kitchen, and sitting beside the fire, she would smile to herself. Unconsciously her head-cloth would fall off her
head, a lock of hair curling about her cheek, and her dewy eyes would dance to the tune of the flames in the grate.
Her lips seemed to move in a song, but no words would be heard. Then, if somebody, anybody, say mother, came
into the kitchen, she would get startled, rearrange her fallen head-cloth, as if a stranger had entered a private
gathering.
One day, I was sitting outside in the courtyard with Apa and mother. Tassadduq Bhai was in his room talking as
usual to Baddoo, I am sure he didn’t know that we were nearby. He was telling Baddoo: “Well, old boy, I will
marry a girl who can talk to me in English, can read books, and play chess, carrom and badminton. You know
what a shuttlecock is? Well, that’s a small ball with feathers. It flies from the racket and cries … dirr … duzz …
tinn ... see? And most important of all, she should be able to cook nice dishes for me. Understand, Baddoo?”
Baddoo was apparently thinking of his own wife, so he said: “I will marry Chhajo Baji.”
“Ugh,” Tasadduq Bhai disapproved of his choice.
Baddoo shouted, “I know!” He was out of control again. “I know, you will marry Apa! Oh, yes …” he seemed
to be quite happy about it.
Outside, mother stole a smiling glance towards Apa, but she was so busy trying to file the nail of her big toe,
that she seemed not to have heeded it at all!
Tassadduq Bhai was saying again: “Oh no! Your Apa doesn’t even know how much sugar should go in the
pudding. It’s always so tasteless,” and we heard some awful sounds, probably attempts at amplifying the
contempt!
Baddoo tried to defend his sister: “But you know father likes less sugar.”
Tasadduq Bhai was adamant: “So she cooks for her father and not for us.”
This embarrassed Baddoo. So he said he would tell Apa so.
Tassadduq Bhai was nervous again. “You, boy, you are a loudspeaker, there’s no doubt,” he said disgustedly.
“All right, let’s show you a drum. See … bang … bang.”
But Baddoo was wiser this time. “Oh no,” he let him down squarely, “that’s no drum. It’s only a table, show us
a real drum.”
Bhaijan grunted: “But that’s how it is played, you see. Haven’t you ever seen it played at a wrestling match? I
say Baddoo, have you ever wrestled? Okay, come let’s have a go. I’ll be Gama the Great and you are Baddoo the
Big. Now when I say three …” He didn’t finish his sentence, but added in a low voice, “My God! your friendship
proves too costly to me.”
I think Apa couldn’t hold back her mirth, so she got up abruptly and went away to the kitchen. I was laughing
and mother thrust her head-cloth in her mouth to choke her giggles.
One day I was in my room with Apa.
Tassadduq Bhai joined us and asked: “What are you reading, Jayheena?”
I was always flattered to hear this “Jayheena” from him, though I had always disliked my name as it was. What
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an old, third rate, rusty name, Nurjehan was! It’s sound filled my mouth with stale bread. Nurjehan, my own
name, reminded me of an old grandma emerging like a ghost out of the tattered, dusty leaves of a history book.
But Tassadduq Bhai pronounced my name in a masterly way. He gave new life to a name after murdering it. On
hearing “Jayheena” from him I ceased to have a grudge against my name. Instead, I felt as if I was a princess from
Iran. He called Apa “Sijday” and not Sajjada. But, of course, that was a long time ago when Apa was a kid. Now
he dared not even call her by her actual name!
Anyway I replied casually: “Just a test.”
“Ever read anything of Bernard Shaw?” he asked me, and I admitted I had not. He didn’t look at me; obviously
the wall-block between me and Apa was more attractive to him! Then, as if to himself, he said, “I bet your Apa
has read Heartbreak House.\fn{Written in 1919, it exposes what it saw as the spiritual bankruptcy of Shaw’s generation .} I think,
he was looking at Apa through the comers of his eyes.
A faint denial, in the form of a “no” came from Apa’s direction, though she hadn’t even raised her eyes and
was furiously counting the stitches of the sweater she was knitting.
Tassadduq Bhai said excitedly: “Oh, Jayheena, how should I tell you. It’s not a book: it’s simply intoxication
par excellence. You must read it—or—I mean when you are finished with your exams do read it. I will be glad to
lend it to you.”
When I said I would, he continued: “I say, why has your Apa left studies after the matriculation?” This kind of
talk annoyed me, and my reply was rather curt: “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask her yourself?”
But I well know the reason for Apa’s refusal to go to college. She had very piously remarked that she didn’t
want to go there because in her opinion the girls there presented a view of some fashion parade, and that all of
them seemed to be at some fair on the pretext of gathering knowledge! I had disliked her for that because I knew
she only preferred to sit around the house. Lazy girl, criticizing the college, pooh! Moreover I hated his talking to
Apa by proxy. She refused to say a word while his endless mention of “Apa, Apa” continued. What business had
he to ask me about her? Was I an interpreter? Why not be bold and ask her straight if there was anything to ask.
And she sat there all the time, like a cat drenched in rain.
That evening at the dinner table, father shouted: “Good Heavens! This pudding is over-flowing with sugar! My
lips have simply got stuck together,” then he called out: “Sajjada, Sajjada my child, has sugar gone so cheap? I
cannot swallow an ounce of this.” Apa’s eyes were swaying in ecstasy. Usually when father was angry it caused
Apa’s cheeks to go pale, but now her face was hot and flushed. She got up saying, “Perhaps it is so,” and went
away to the kitchen. I was enraged at that “perhaps,” as if I didn’t know!
Father was still muttering, “Can’t I see anything? In fact I have been noticing for quite a few days that this
cursed sugar is on the increase.”
Mother came and told father, as was her habit, “Oh yes, you must get some excuse to shout. You may not like
sugar at all, but why should everyone also suffer for your whims? You very well know that there is God’s blessing
in the house in the presence of a young man. You should care at least for his wishes, shouldn’t you?”
This put father in a fix, and with quite an effort he stammered,: “Oh … well … why on earth didn’t anyone tell
me so … umph … Sajjada’s Mother, listen …” And then both of them calmed down to a whispering discussion!
When Apa prepared to visit Sahira’s home, it came as a shock to me. She had hated to hear her name
mentioned; and now this sudden change of heart! At once I sensed there was something fishy about it. Sometimes
Sahira used to make bold to peep into our house over the wall that divided our courtyards. Standing on a bedstead on her side, she would try to exchange gossip, but Apa always cut it short by exclaiming: “Good Lord!
There’s so much to do;” and she would leave for the inevitable kitchen—her usual abode.
I waited for Apa’s return and then immediately I went over to Sahira. “Apa was here today, isn’t it strange!” I
said.
“Yes, she was here,” said Sahira, applying red polish on her nails, “she asked me to get some book for her.
What was it? Oh yes: Heartbreak House, that’s it.”
Apa used to keep that book locked in her desk, as if I didn’t know. At night, she would glance back and forth,
at me and the clock. Seeing her restless I would pretend to be sleepy, yawn and, throwing away the book I was
reading, squeeze into the blankets. When she felt sure that I was fast asleep, she would get the book out of her
desk and start reading. Once I could not keep myself from peeping out of the blanket and asking her: “Apa, what
does Heartbreak House mean? I bet it means our house, doesn’t it?” Apa was startled at first. Then she readjusted
herself but kept silent.
When I questioned her again she simply replied: “I don’t know.”
“Oh yes, why should our Apa know anything about it,” I teased her, and I think I succeeded, because she put
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the book away and went to sleep.
Then, one day, I just walked into Tassadduq Bhai’s room. Bhaijan started his rambling talk, and then came to:
“Jayheena, tell me if your Apa can prepare fruit-salad?”
Why not go and ask Apa yourself,” I replied feeling angry.
But he laughed and said, “Why, it seems you have been fighting with someone!”
“Oh, am I a bull?” I asked.
“Well, you may not be, but you very well look like one.” I forgot to be angry, and he continued: “Look
Jayheena, I like fighting and I will marry a girl who could fight me the whole day long and never tire of it!”
I don’t know why, but I blushed at once, and to change the subject, I asked: “What’s fruit-salad, Bhaijan?”
He vaguely told me: “Oh that’s something white, red, blue and black, all messed up, you see.” I was laughing
again.
“I love it, really,” he said, “but here we get pudding, pudding, pudding, always pudding. I am sick of it!”
I guess Apa must have overheard us, because that very evening I found her reading How to Cook Tasty Dishes.
After that she practiced making fruit-salad, after dinner was over. If anyone of us went into the kitchen, she would
hide the tray behind her back. Once I prompted Baddoo to tell us what was in the tray behind Apa, just to tease
her.
Baddoo was not satisfied until Apa gave him the tray. I was rather elated and told Baddoo to take the tray to
Bhaijan and ask him the name of that thing. Before he could move a step Apa snatched away the tray and glared at
me.
That was the first time she had ever looked at me so hard and straight. She went to bed early and I was fully
aware that she was crying under the covers. I felt so ashamed and full of a sense of guilt. I wanted to go over and
beg her to forgive me, and then kiss her to sleep. But, somehow, I could not, and kept studying my book, even
though I couldn’t under stand a word of it.
Then our cousin Sajida, whom everyone called Sajo Baji came to stay with us. She was appearing privately for
the matriculation examination, and she brought the whole world’s gaiety with her. Our house too now rang with
laughter. Sahira and Surayya spent hours talking to her, over the wall standing on bedsteads on their side. Baddoo
was crazy and shouted the days out with cries of “Chhajo Baji!, Chhajo Baji,” or then: “I’ll marry Chhajo Baji!”
But now there was Baji herself to give him her mind.
“Oh, you! Look at yourself, Baddoo! Go wash your dirty face first, then talk to me!” she would scorn him
sweetly. Then she would crane her neck towards Tassadduq Bhai, the comers of her pitch-black eyes smiling, and
she would demand in her lovely soprano voice:
“Isn’t it so Bha-eeja-a-a-n? Am I not right Bha-ee-ja-a-a-an?”
It was so strange to hear this elongated and animated form of “Bhaijan,” as Baji used to call him. On the other
hand, Apa seemed to be accepting Tassadduq Bhai as her real brother by adding “Sahib.” What a choking word,
too, full of respect. In fact Baji’s “Ja-a-an” (dear) drowned “Bhai” in its loveliness, and no one felt that she was
calling him “Bhai” (brother). As she called him in that exotic manner, her black eyes flashed and laughed in such
a way that it dispelled all fears of her recognizing him as a brother! What a world of difference between Apa and
Sajo Baji.
After Baji’s arrival, Apa’s quietness was more obvious than ever. Haddoo stopped playing with Bhaijan. He
would hang around Sajo Baji all the time. On her part she was often playing chess or carrom with Tassadduq
Bhai. Baji would ask him for “a board.” But Bhaijan had his own ways. For example, he would ask Baddoo, first
making sure that Baji was around. “Young man! Is there anyone who would like to be beaten at chess?” “Ask
Apa,” Baji would add, meaning that Tassadduq Bhai should have asked her. That achieved, she would wear a
mask of fake thoughtfulness, make her face very serious, raise her eyebrows, wrinkle her forehead and announce
gravely:
“You will be beaten yourself, I am sorry to say.”
Bhaijan would laugh aloud and remind her not to forget her crushing defeat of the previous day. But Baji
couldn’t be beaten! “Oh that, I just decided not to let you down, Sir. Imagine, what would have people thought …
beaten by a girl!” And the tinker-bells started pealing in her throat!
It was dinner time, but Bhaijan, instead of going to the dining room, sat down to eat in the kitchen. Apa was, as
usual, sitting before the fireplace. Baddoo was running about, pulling at Sajo Baji’s head-cloth, while she was
busy joking and teasing Apa. “Apa darling, I see that Bha-eeja-a-an wouldn’t be satisfied with less than six and a
half helpings of bread. A plate of pudding wouldn’t be bad to crown it all. But can he help it! O boy, No!
Otherwise Auntie will be furious.” Then she would add, in a menacing tone, “And why not please? Auntie deems
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it her duty to make him healthy, wealthy and wise. Am I not right, Bha-eeja-a-an?” Everybody laughed.
Then Baji started moving about. Noticing the covered tray behind Apa, she lifted its cover to see its contents.
Before Apa knew or could do anything, the tray was before Bhaijan. Baji ceremoniously presented it to him with
mock modesty and laughing eyes!
“Here sir! You must not be under a wrong impression that Sajo Baji couldn’t ever prepare a nice thing. Go
ahead, eat it Bha-eeja-a-n.”
Tassadduq Bhai took two or three spoonfuls quickly, and then gasped: “Ah, wonderful! By God! Who made
tbis?”
Baji demurely looked at Apa, and said: “Who else could make it except poor Sajo Baji herself, for her dear
Bha-eeja-an.” She was awfully amused. Baddoo was looking with rapt attention at Apa’s red face, and he
suddenly cried: “Shall I tell you Bhaijan …” But Apa gagged Baddo by putting her hand. over his mouth and,
taking him in her arms, went out.
Baji's laughter flooded every comer of the room and it drowned Baddoo’s unfinished remark. I don’t know
what happened then. Bhaijan’s mouth opened up and his eyes were fixed at Baji’s face. Instantly I felt some
strange power pulling me away from both of them out of the room. There was Apa standing beside the clothesline.
Within, Bhaijan said something that I couldn’t catch. Apa’s head-cloth slid away, baring her ear. Then I heard Baji
saying: “Leave me, please. Let me go …” There was silence again.
Next day we were sitting in the courtyard. Bhaijan was in his room, studying possibly. Baddoo was playing
somewhere nearby. Then, as usual, Baji went into Bhaijan’s room.
“Come on,” we heard her shout: “I am to give you a thrashing, today. What do you think Bha-eeja-a-an?”
Then Bhaijan said: “Careful, child! Just a kick, and you will be flying in space!” I think he must have tried to
give a practical demonstration of it, for suddenly Baji wailed a protest: “Oh, you … why must you always use
your awful feet to annoy me?”
“Then I guess I better use my hands!” snapped Bhaijan,
Baji’s pretentious, “Oh shut up … please … oh, don’t!” was drowned in a thumping of feet and struggle. After
a few seconds all was over, and there was silence.
Baddoo came running and excitedly cried: “Apa, Apa! Bhaijan and Baji are wrestling in there. Come let me
show. And you … come on, Apa.”
But Apa stood there like a statue. Her face was turmeric yellow.
Baddoo left her and cried again: “Where’s Mummy, where’s mother?” When he started towards her room, Apa
snapped him in her arms and hurriedly said: “Come Baddoo, I have kept some nice little toffee for you.” Baddoo
was puzzled and his face squirmed. “Now, come on. Really I have very fine sweets for you,” and she took him
away to the kitchen.
That evening when I opened my almirah, I was astonished to find Apa’s Heartbreak House lying among my
books. Perhaps she had inadvertently put it there. Anyway it was strange. Apa was in the kitchen, pretending as if
nothing had happened. There was that salad tray lying behind her empty. 1 could only see that her lips were closed
tight.
*
Two years after the marriage of Tassadduq Bhai and Sajo Baji, we saw them again. Baji wasn’t herself; her
laughter was hollow, her face was pale and that clean forehead had eternal wrinkles. Bhaijan, too, seemed more
subdued than ever. One night, all of us, except mother, were sitting in the kitchen. Suddenly Bhaijan asked
Baddoo: “Baddoo, will you marry Sajo Baji?”
“No,” he replied, “I have decided not to marry at all.”
Then I remembered that evening a long time ago, and said: “Bhaijan, you know, there was a time when
Baddoo said he would marry only Chhajo Baji, and when mother asked him why not Apa, he said, ‘Tell you, how
Apa is like’ Then he had pointed to the ash of the dung-cake. When asked ‘and how about Chhajo Baji,’ he had
pointed to the electric bulb.”
I tried to imitate Baddoo, but had hardly lifted my finger when suddenly the lights went off. Everything was in
darkness except for the fire in the hearth.
“Yes I do remember,” Bhaijan said. There was no life in his voice. When Baji went out later, he murmured:
“God knows what’s wrong with this cursed electricity these days … always going off.” Apa was poking the
hidden embers silently in the ashes fallen out of the grate.
“How cold it is,” Bhaijan said and there was an evident gloom in his words. He got up and went over to the
fire, close to where Apa was sitting. He began to warm his hands over the half-burnt dung that Apa had just
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shuffled and revived. Then in a strange, scarcely audible voice, he said:
“Auntie was right. There is fire in the heart of burnt dung, though it may not be visible, isn’t it, Sajjada?”
Apa tried to move away. I heard a clear hissing sound like a drop falling on the embers. I am sure it was Apa’s
tear. Bhaijan was fumbling for words, and then in a broken voice he blurted out:
“Don’t … don’t put out these embers, Sajjada. Please don’t. See how cold it is … Sajjada!”
33.63, 78.472 & 231.281 A. Excerpt from The Dream That Has Faded B. Parallel Lines C. Excerpt from
Kharemaster\fn{by Malati Vishram Bedekar aka Vibharavi Shirurkar, Malatibai Bedekar (1905-2001)} Maharashtra State, India
(F) 22
A
Rohini: 2
I\fn{A note reads: The short novel Virlele Swapna (The Dream That Has Faded), excerpts from which are translated here, is
structured as a series of five monologues, or diary entries, addressed sometimes to the Self, sometimes to the Other. Rohini and Vaishakh
are the alternating headings. The monologues are further divided into sections, beginning with number one. We have translated some
sections and have retained the original numbering and sequence .} feel like laughing when I see young boys and girls in love.
And I also think I would never be as blind as they. Yet, even as I think this thought, another cannot help rising in
my mind. Each one of us thinks our love is sighted. Each one of us thinks our experience of love is different from
everybody else’s.
I too feel that my Vaishakh is different from others. There is something in our yearning for each other that is
more enduring than mere emotion. The everlastingness of the love that brings two incomplete lives to completion
arises not out of shared emotion but out of shared thought. That alone can make love last through life; else, the
bonds, rotted away with emotion, will break, and the two lives will once again suffer the pain of incompleteness.
To play with love is to play with fire. If you cannot play with sufficient skill, you cannot escape being burned,
consumed by it. It is often better, therefore, rather than giving oneself over to it totally without thinking, to study
instead, in a practical way, unemotionally, the merits and demerits of the other, and only then to allow one’s
emotions to be involved.
5
Vaishakh! You needn’t talk about it. Needn’t tell me of it. But your eyes speak of your involvement.
Sometimes I want to see some external expression of that involvement. But then I decide I’d rather not—better to
let my dreams of happiness stay intact. A day will come when this involvement, which you hold suppressed in
your heart, but which speaks through your eyes, will break all barriers and find a voice. How unnaturally you
behave! It makes me laugh. You seem to intentionally avoid all situations in which you would have to move and
talk in an easy, natural manner. That makes me suspicious. But however you drift away from me, your glance
stays back, circling around me like a hawk’s—is it possible that I could be deceived? Then who is to break
through this deadlock? Are you afraid? I am not. I remember a certain discussion. You said to somebody, “Huh!
You should have known as much. Flatter a woman and there is no way you can escape her contempt.”
Vaishakh! I don’t want flattery. But why do you avoid ordinary conversation? I shall talk to you. You won’t
feel contemptuous of me, will you?
7
The heart often grows fearful when it paints pictures of the future. What am I to do with this future? I suppose
I will study. If an opportunity comes along, I will teach a bunch of girls, somewhere; fill in the hours and days,
somehow. Or else, stand around forever and ever holding a garland in my hand ready to drop it, with closed eyes
or maybe even open eyes, round the neck of the first man who comes along and so settle down to conjugal life!
And what, pray, does this conjugal life amount to? I see so many girls of my age broken under the strain of
marriage. The wife cooks and breeds. The husband, having brought home the money, is free to wander around in
the world outside, quenching his intellectual thirst with intellectual relationships! I am certain that people who
come together to share their lives in this way are flung apart with the very first steps they take. But perhaps my
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mind, which is so intensely conscious of the education I have received, unreasonably conjures up false images of
people ruined by marriage.
Vaishakh: 1
I have asked you many times why you feel drawn to me. You say it is on account of my qualities. When you
say this, I feel a kind of shock. Rohini, I think you are looking at me blindly. I don’t think a genuine assessment of
anybody’s qualities is possible yet in the marketplace transaction we call marriage. For I can see quite clearly that
merit garbed in the rags of poverty is not even noticed because of the great disparity in wealth. Whereas those
who are totally without merit are yet accused of possessing it because of their gilded skins. In society every
virtuous human being makes an honest attempt to hold his head high. Yet those who are virtueless but rich leave
such people far behind by standing upon their shoulders in order to be noticed by society. Could this be true in
your case? Real competition, a real test of comparative merit can only occur between those who enjoy a similar
economic status. What do you see in me? My merit? I often think you are attracted to me, not for my merit, but by
a deceptive appearance of merit.
3
Rohini, I quite honestly feel that if you consider the constraints we are surrounded by, your ideas about
“greatness” will also collapse the way mine have. You say you crave a life of principles. Tell me, what could my
principles in life be? And what are “principles” in any case? Do you think that people we call idealistic hold
clearly defined principles all their lives?
I for one feel that all our ideas are initially quite nebulous. Even the idealist does not see his ideals in a clear,
perfectly chiseled, molded form. It is we who think he has always seen them clearly. Every human being struggles
to the end of his days to give shape to his ideas, to breathe life into them. Some manage to do so and are
acknowledged as idealists. But those who, despite pouring their lifeblood into the struggle, have still not been able
to shape their ideas clearly in the eyes of others are labeled unprincipled. Call me a pessimist if you like, but do
the ideals of idealists remain intact forever?
Take a look at the histories of organizations and individuals whose work has been based on firm principles. I
see their principles changing and shifting as imperceptibly as does treasure buried underground, or a stream
changing course.
5
Man’s life is like a pole, tied and pegged down on all sides by thick ropes of love and faith. The man who is
held upright by love of mother, father, and friends, and by faith in tradition and customs, sways uncontrollably in
his place when these bonds are loosened. He neither loses his balance and falls, nor is he able to hold himself
firm. Instead, he bends this way and that, uncertainly, always afraid he will fall. I don’t want this to happen to me.
One should cut away these lifeless bonds, or root oneself firmly and live with confidence in one’s own firmness.
Perhaps, at times, there is joy in that uncertain swaying; but for how long? You can’t live on visions of the past
or of the future when you can see every moment that the ropes of love and faith that hold you down are worn thin,
and you can no longer believe in their support. The heart grows restless then, wanting to weave new ties.
I do not feel I would be able to hold myself firm on the strength of the present bonds. That is why I feel restless
and bewildered all the time. All the bonds have grown weak, some through contact with the strength of my
skepticism; others through their own ancientness. Rohini! At such times I think of you. If I am to break all these
weakened bonds and create new ones, based on another faith, it could only be with your support and help.
Rohini: 6
All women must want to see their husbands as distinctive in their own universe. Else they wouldn’t eagerly
talk to other women about their husbands’ particular likes and dislikes in a way that would make them out to be
distinctive. Whenever I grope around my own heart, I can’t help noticing how beloved a spot this wish has
acquired for itself in me.
When I see Vaishakh stand up in my circle, I see other eyes lowered under his gaze. I see everybody’s attention
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turned toward what he is saying. I see the atmosphere overwhelmed by his intellect. And then I feel my ambitious
heart would be happy only in the company of such a man.
But then there are times when I suspect that all these are games that my mind is playing. That I am allowing
my mind to paint only with the colors that it fancies. Yet how could that be?
For years I have heard his name pronounced with respect in every field. No, this can’t be self-deception. And
then again I feel that there is a sharpness about Vaishakh’s attitudes that might goad me continuously. So then,
what do I want?
Vaishakh: 1
Let this restlessness, this struggle remain in my spirit forever. When this restlessness, this struggle subsides I
shall say to myself I am dead alive. I see so many around me who appear to me like cold embers. I get the feeling
that people die in their thirties. They all look dead to me. When people who have settled down in family life think
they have now “found their way,” “found a direction for their lives,” look upon a man like me as a ne’er-do-well I
feel a little confused. Yet I feel I am the one who is really alive, and they are the ones who are half-dead. I don’t
feel one bit tempted by their mechanical lives, lives that have grown insipid with being immersed in the same
routine. How unnaturally they live! Their years after the mid-thirties are an exact image of the lives they have
lived till then. What kind of life is it where you continue to reproduce the same deeds and words that you have
earlier done and said?
Rohini, will you fill this life of mine that seems so empty? Sometimes when you talk to me in that restless way
of yours, I feel that you are grappling with precisely the same kind of discontent as that which has been churning
up my life. The intensity of this discontent makes us want to destroy everything around us that is near to
collapsing and raise something totally new in its place: When such feelings boil over in me, I think I will feel
lighter only if I talk to you. You say you don’t want our life together to be like that of crows and sparrows. And I
don’t want to own a plastic doll. Or a slave. I want someone who can think.
Rohini! I so often feel, when I look around at girls, that they are wandering sirens waiting to claim male
sacrifices with their delicate coyness. I have never found this coyness irresistible. When I see hundreds of young
men deadened by the routine of family life, I feel a great rage against these sorceresses who have first put them
under a spell with their exquisite attractions and then cut the very vein of their humanity. That is all they do—cast
their spells on men!
Rohini! When I see your struggle, I feel certain you won’t let me fall into this kind of stupor. That you will
fight to keep the humanity in me, and in you, alive. That is the kind of battle I want.
5
When I envisage a home, I am horrified by what I see. However little faith one may have in these things
oneself, circumstances and society do exercise their pressures. And so a woman who is capable, but fearful and
docile, must rot away with cooking, children, and religious rituals! Is there a man alive who thinks such a life is
respectable? If he has any feelings about it at all, these feelings have nothing to do with respect, but with his
desire to ensure his own comforts. In a life such as this, the woman closes all doors and windows. Because her
humanity, her personality are stunted, because her eyes are dazzled by the bright light of the outside world, she
locks herself up for life in her darkened home. Surely the man, who inhabits the growing light in the outside
world, does not feel very happy to see, when he returns home, a woman who is gradually growing blind in this
way. But he too has no choice, and so he continues to suppress his feelings. If these are the sorrows of self-aware
men and women, then certainly those others, who are not aware and do not wish to be so, live lives even more
deprived of human values.
A man is not excited by a woman’s ignorance. When he uses woman merely to satisfy his physical desires, that
woman too is like a python swallowing a goat who, being stunned, allows her to devour him whole. That is the
single task of women from the time they achieve understanding up to the time they collapse. However much they
educate themselves, whatever new life styles they adopt, their entire life and all the skills that are in them are
trained toward one goal—the flattering of men, initially to win them, and then in order to survive. And the goal of
all men is, initially, to lose their senses over women and then to kick them around and out of their homes! This is
what our homes and family lives are.
From the time they come of age, girls and boys are desperate to build such homes for themselves. Everybody
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around them also sets up a great hue and cry to persuade them to make such homes for themselves. Yet if those
wounds that are covered when they speak were to be laid bare, if they were compelled to reveal these wounds,
then their voices would take on the vengeful edge that comes of despair. The hope or joy with which they entered
their nests has long ago turned into a barrenness. And they remain full of pain. There are so many who stay where
they are, consumed in the fire of this pain. And many who, unable to bear it, break through the constriction of
these homes.
10
Those immense rallies! The thrilling struggle in them! Often they create such tensions in the mind. And then,
just as often, when you have emerged victorious from the meeting, you are filled with the deepest joy. When I get
back home at all hours of the night, I crave to hear a loving voice call out to me as I open the door of the room. I
want a partner to share in my joy, the joy that is overflowing both banks. When my heartstrings seem to snap one
by one, I yearn for a friend.
Then I want to run to you. But soon, upon the heels of this urge, comes this thought: of what use would it be to
tell you? I would not be satisfied if you, in order not to spoil my joy, made a pretense of smiling appreciation. I
must admit, though, that the craving for woman’s love and nearness is irresistible. To suppress it calls for a
gigantic effort. When I am idle, too often the heart is so filled with desire that the spirit trembles in fearful
anticipation of all one’s dearest ideals collapsing before the strength of this emotion. It suddenly seems as if the
world is empty if I cannot be near you. That seems to be the only meaning life has. To emerge from the intensity
of this passion is like coming out unscathed from a house on fire.
An awareness of the incompleteness of life burns so intensely into the heart that I grow helpless with
wondering how I am ever going to get out of it.
What a tornado it is! Will my skull split with it! Why not give up all this and seek only Rohini’s love! At least
for this moment.
Rohini: 1
There is no doubt that your ideas of women’s emancipation entice me.
I see that the very reasons for which my heart fears marriage are non-existent here. But I shall remain wary. I
often feel that a man who sets out to conquer unerringly finds ways to persuade and coax. He notes the woman’s
views and inclinations, and makes it known that his own opinions, likes, and dislikes are in line with hers. If a
woman allows herself to be taken in, she might very well repent later. Therefore I shall neither speak nor open my
heart. Not to give the slightest clue to what my ideas are would ultimately be in my interests. I’ll let you speak.
And if I find that the ideas you spontaneously express as yours are at variance with mine, it will be easier for me
to keep myself in check.
To play the game of love blindly is to play with life blindly. I am aware that the very nature of this emotion is
such that it puts blinders on the eyes of the most rational people. This mirage that enters slyly into the minds of
two people and gains control over them causes them to play games of deception with the world. When they play
such games they are intoxicated with a sense of their own power before which the power of the world is as
nothing. Soon harsh reality works its own magic and the mirage escapes as slyly as it entered. Then the two
wretched creatures wake out of their daze and helplessly look to the world for help.
2
“Men earn money and feed their wives and children.” I see this differently. There is no reason why a woman
should feel enslaved. She is independent. She runs his home for him and he pays for her labor. Often what he pays
doesn’t match the work she puts in. If every man and woman would only keep this principle of the division of
labor in mind, neither would look upon the other as either superior or inferior. Both must believe that they are
living by their own, independent labor. Only when our women become conscious of this, will they acquire the
strength to think independently. This is the kind of thing you often say. I am shocked by the bitter truth of what
you say. It has erased from my mind the old, poetic picture of married life. And it has weakened the old insistence
on women serving somebody and deluding themselves into believing that they have achieved economic
independence.
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Though your view of married life is acceptable to a person like me, I often feel that this business of paying, or
being paid, for every piece of work, this attitude toward work itself, turns the sweetest sentiments shared by men
and women into poison-sentiments that impel people to self-sacrifice and to doing deeds without seeking returns.
They are so delicate in nature that it would be impossible to assess them in terms of money. But while they may
not be assessed, they are intensely felt in the heart, and they keep the heart tender and moist. It is these precious
feelings that bring warmth to the harsh life of human beings. The day man begins to assess and evaluate these
feelings in a commercial manner he will discover that his life has become unendurable.
What! To accept marriage as a business transaction! What an ugly thought! I wouldn’t like to admit it is so
even if I were convinced it was. I am happier to think that marriage is one area in which you need to be selfless
and to work without anticipating rewards. I’d rather be blindly faithful than have my illusions shattered.
If this principle of shared labor in marriage, which you espouse, is consciously applied, it could quite easily
happen that one person’s labor will stop giving satisfaction and so another laborer will be appointed. If a man
finds that a woman’s work isn’t worth the pay he gives her, he might very well pay her for the days she has
worked and ask her to leave. Similarly, the woman might decide to leave.
Your ideas about morality and society appeal to the mind but not to the heart. And yet you say that it is these
ideas that will ultimately protect our feelings! I feel thoroughly confused when I think about these things.
5
Do you have any idea at all of how painful your despair is to me? When I see that you have no faith in anything at all, I fear you might have just as little faith in marriage. You might merely play around and then escape as
you have played around with other things and escaped. You might very well say to me one day, “Rohini, look at
marriage. What sense is there in it? Why enter into it and get bored? Why not be happy with the imagined thing?”
I doubt very much if your mind, which bitterly tears everything to shreds, will continue to contemplate marriage
with blind eyes.
How is it that you have no faith in anything at all? Anything in the present? You have no love for anybody. No
individual or ideology, not Gandhi, nor Kelkar, nor Malviya; not the councilists nor the reformists nor
conservatives. None has escaped your vicious attacks. What, according to you, is good then? I feel terribly
confused at times.
Would I accept a Vaishakh who is always going to be different from everybody else? Who regards fame
cynically? I don’t know. I am an ordinary woman who is happy walking the beaten track. I don’t understand all
these ideas of yours.
Vaishakh, I think you and I are two opposites. How could I have ever felt that our thoughts were similar?
Trying to fathom the mind is, I suppose, like trying to fathom the vacuum of the sky. The mind is always playing
new tricks. Can one ever understand another’s mind completely? However direct and clear one is, many ideas and
thoughts remain unexpressed in words and deeds. It is these that cause differences to arise between one person
and another.
It is true that there are immense differences between you and me. But I still feel tempted to continue the way I
am, eyes closed, half-asleep. The idea of facing our differences lacerates me. My heart has become so tender now
that I would not have the strength to bear that. Vaishakh, could one live one’s entire life with closed eyes? If that
were possible, then one could escape the anguish of awareness. But it cannot last. I am being dragged back and
forth all the time through the fires of thought. These turbulent thoughts destroy my peace, just as boiling water
attempts to throw the heaving lid off.
7
When the first loving tears that the clouds shed upon the parched earth touch her, the sigh of happiness that
arises from her spreads into and fills all space. But if, seeing this, the clouds continue the downpour, it turns to
poison upon the earth. I think all women are like that. They are parched without love; but when they receive love
in abundance it turns to poison in them. Perhaps it is for this reason that marriages lose their savor. Yes. Stay away
from me as you have been doing. Let my soul burn in anguish and let the moistness of your love touch it only
once in a while. The warmth of half-given love will bring more joy to life than an unending stream.
9
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Yes, Vaishakh! My ideas of “greatness” are as narrow as my mind. I can see now that I measure all greatness
by tangible, material values. I had no idea of the hidden power of your spirit. Will you not rein yourself in? You
are running too fast. Why do you want to turn the universe upside down? When will you come back? And how
long shall I wait for you? I feel a gnawing fear within. What if the reins snap? You will ride the winds unchecked.
Vaishakh, you’ll be thrown. People are singing your praises now when you are in full gallop. What when you are
thrown? When you have flown this mortal body? They will sing elegies then, for a little while. But I will have lost
you for all time, Vaishakh. Yet I do not have the strength to go with you. To follow you is agony for my spirit.
Vaishakh! You will hold me in scorn. You will grow tired of me. I have dared to throw a lighted match into a
cellar full of pure alcohol and now my ears are deafened with the explosion of my deed. The earth shakes with the
shock of it. My feet are unsteady on the ground. Such timidity will fill you with contempt. But what is this?
Vaishakh, you aren’t anywhere near me. You’ve already moved far away from me.
I look upon you with wonder and admiration. With wonder and admiration—certainly—and with love too … I
will always look upon you thus, wherever I go. But always from afar. I do not have the courage to come closer to
you as one who belongs to you. Is the instinct for self-preservation the sharpest in all women, as it is in me? Who
knows! I can only .speak for myself. And as I speak, I feel ashamed—even scornful—of myself. What can I do?
There is no way I can live without trying to protect myself. I am afraid. What would I do if you walked out on me,
out of our home? I would not be able to live merely on the knowledge of the unlimited strength of your love for
me and mine for you. I have more fears than this. Suppose there is another tender life that is ours to look after?
How could I bear to see it neglected? What would I feed it with? The nobility of love stirs me profoundly. Yes.
But then the compulsions of this mortal body dig their spurs into me and wake me up.
16
Dear heart! It was you, wasn’t it, who built these massive temples to love? Massive and yet invisible. Nobody
will ever see them. These temples, which took years to build, working through every moment, day and night
without rest. Why did you take such pains? For whom? Dear heart, there is no foundation to them. They will be
blown away with a single breath. Temples built on a diet of blood from the heart. All of them useless! And useless
the labor that went into them. They are but painted theaters. I have no desire to enshrine anybody in them as a
god. I am angry. What foolishness this is. Why did you build them? On what basis? Now pull them down. Go.
With more energy than when you built them. I don’t want them before my eyes.
If you have grown weak and barren, draw sustenance from my moist blood and go to work. Pull them down.
Let me suffer to see them fall. There was pain when they were built. Now there is pain when they are pulled
down. But remove them from my sight. Let them vanish from memory. My heart! Dear heart! Foolish heart! For
whom did you build? For a god? No, my dear. He was no god. A man. A man who is galloping ahead at fearful
speed. Was it for him that you took such pains?
B
1
Since the day when I had seen them doing the Nâgpanchami\fn{A note reads: popular festival connected with cobra
round dance I had made up my mind to go, and at last I had
managed it. Every house in the district belonged to an artisan family. Before many of the doors of the little one or
two roomed huts there stood bundles of bamboo, and the whole road which ran between the double row of hoses
was littered with bamboo canes.
I felt guilty as I came near Eknâth’s house. I had not thought about him once during the four years that had
passed. At the time of the Assembly election campaign he had got every vote of the basket-maker caste for me. I
had talked with him then as if he had been a personal friend of years’ standing. And he, poor fellow, had worked
unceasingly, hardly taking time off to eat and drink, in the firm conviction that he was doing a public duty. But I?
I had never been into his house, or even into his district. I had never had the slightest inclination to speculate
about Eknâth’s house, or his poverty, or the food he ate and the clothes he wore. It was nothing to do with me.
But today I was ashamed. For purely selfish reasons I was going to renew an acquaintance formed four years
earlier for equally selfish purposes. I had come through this vegetable market hundreds of times in the last four
worship, held on the fifth day of Shrâvan, early in the monsoon .}
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years, but Eknâth had been permanently locked away as if in a box of forgotten memories. He was my fellow
townsman, a fellow party worker; he spoke my language; he practiced my religion; he supplied my house with
sieves and baskets and bamboo screens; he made my cane chairs with his skilled craftsman’s hands, and yet I had
never given him a single thought even when I walked through the market where he worked. His house must be
somewhere round about. Within a circumference of three furlongs lay his house, his shop, his brother tradesmen,
the whole of his cast. It had probably never occurred to him to visit my house either. Perhaps he was as keenly
aware as I of the gulf between us.
And now I was seeking out his home.
“Where does Eknâth Burud live?”
“Which Eknâth?” Half a dozen people gathered around me interestedly, but how should I know which Eknâth?
“Don’t you know Eknâth Burud?” I repeated vacuously.
“Lady, there are five or six Eknâths round here. What one d’you want?” one of the Buruds asked.
At last I said, “The one who did all that work at the last election.”
“Oh him! Parashâ’s son.”
Two or three teenage boys went with me to show me Eknâth’s house. There was a busy main road that passed
right through the district. I had walked along it many times myself, but looking straight before me like a blinkered
horse. I had never consciously taken in a single detail of the quarter, so much so that today when I had set out to
find Eknâth’s house I had had to wander round asking where the basket-maker’s district was exactly. It seemed
that the indifference with which I had walked through the Burud quarter up to this day had been equaled by that of
its inhabitants. Now that I had really set out to look for Eknâth quite a crowd was constantly growing around
myself and the boys who were guiding me. They all seemed quite excited. “What’s this high-caste educated
woman after Eknâth for?” they were asking each other. I walked in a continuous murmur of speculation until I
reached Eknâth’s door.
Now for the very first time I saw his house. For the first time I really saw the street, all striped and crosshatched with the tall bamboos. I saw with new eyes the men and women working at the roadside because their
houses were too small, and the old men with their heads bent almost to the ground. It made one’s heart melt to see
this sordid district, soiled from its bitter struggle with poverty. I felt ashamed. World politics, world peace, the
struggle for power between dark skins and fair ones, why did I waste my time talking and reading about such airyfairy things? Could I never see what lay at my feet?
Eknâth was out. the house was unlocked and I poked my head inside. How few possessions does a man need to
live? The one-room hut was completely bare. The only thing to catch the eye was the earthen stove, the food
giver. A few other objects lay around the floor disconsolately.
When we had found that Eknâth was not at home the little crowd that accompanied me was eager to know
what I would do next. There was an inner conflict going on in me too. “Let’s go. It’s not worth the trouble,” one
voice said. Another part of me was held there fascinated. “Wait till Eknâth comes,” it said. “Look at that old man
there. All that flock of people and you strutting amongst them like a raven in a strange barnyard, but he doesn’t
even look up. He bends his bowed back still more and chaps away with his axe at the bamboo canes.”
I stopped on the big stone near Eknâth’s door. “You can go now boys,” I said. “I’ll wait till Eknâth comes.” I
tried vainly to get rid of them like this, but they just stood shuffling their feet. Whichever one I looked at directly
would scurry back to stand behind someone else, and then a moment later come forward to stare at me again. And
what was there to stare at in me anyway? I was wearing a gleaming white artificial silk sari, gold bangles on my
arms, a ring on my finger; gold mangalsutra\fn{A note reads: married woman’s necklace.} and gold embroidered padar
at my throat; earrings, spectacles, purse, handkerchief in my hand. Well, yes! I suppose it was all worth looking at
for them. I know that standing within that tattered bedraggled circles I felt my clothes burning on my body. I sat
down where I stood and in order to induce a friendlier atmosphere spoke to the old man. “Bâbâ, how much longer
are you going on working?” I asked.
He said not a word. He was probably deaf. One of the boys from the troupe went up to him and shouted in his
ear, “The lady’s asking you a question.”
The old man raised his head and answered testily, “Tell her don’t ask me anything. Ask someone else.”
He had swept aside my efforts at false friendliness, but I still went on sitting there stupidly. A Burud girl was
nursing her baby at her breast and weaving a mat out of split canes at the same time. How skillfully her fingers
moved! How simple and beautiful the finished mat! In front of me they were making huge baskets for carrying
fowl to market. For the first time I really began to appreciate the artistry of these people. All around me, in front
of every house, lay a treasury of beautiful made things: dainty little sewing baskets, baby’s carry-cots made of
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wicker work, bows, awnings, cradles, irlis—the poor man’s umbrella—reed pipes, cane chairs of all shapes and
kinds, fans and sifting fans and covered baskets and shallow baskets. The axes flashed before every man’s door.
The long bamboos swayed and bent. And yet all this skill, despised now in an age of machines, sufficed only to
clothe them in rags, to leave even their children hollow-eyed and sunken-cheeked, naked and defenseless to the
sun and the cold.
I was staring sadly in front of me, thinking these thoughts, when there was a sudden bustle and Eknâth arrived.
“What, sitting in the street, lady? Come in, come in!” He hastily spread out an old sack for me to sit on. I was
touched by his attentions. I sat down. The gang of boys regretfully drifted away.
“Shall I send for some tea?”
“No! No!”
“How can you say that, Bâi? You set foot in my house for the first time …” He went out to order the tea and
left me more uncomfortable than ever. In a moment he came back. I couldn’t think what to say to him. Another
job I wanted doing, and for that I was forcing this penniless man to act the host for me. For the sake of something
to say I asked, “You don’t do any basket making yourself then, Eknâth?”
“What else can I do? If I’d ever been to school I’d never lay may hand to an axe.”
“Why not?”
“Why not! Look at ’em out there. Work all day and half the night and what do they get for it?”
“Have none of your people been to school then?”
“That’s about it.”
“But Eknâth, you don’t become rich just by being educated, you know.”
“Oh, but it’s different though. There’s one or two of us now have got some learning. D’you think we do as well
as them?”
“There are some of you educated then?”
“Yes.”
“I’d like to meet them some time.”
“They’ll be gone to work now. Will you come back?”
“Why not? Of course I’ll come back.” I noticed a kind of surge of liberality rising within me. “I suppose their
families have given up their trade then?” I asked.
“Bâi! A Burud’s life is all a bellyful of scrapings.”
“What does that mean? I don’t understand,” I said.
A boy brought in the tea from a café. I felt desperately uncomfortable. Eknâth rummaged in his pockets and
could not even find two annas. I could not stand it any longer and hurriedly pulled out a rupee note. “Eknâth,
don’t you pay. Let me.”
“But …”
“No. Do you want me never to be able to come here again.”
“All right. But a rupee?”
“Keep it.”
Eknâth reluctantly picked up the note and paid the boy.
“Eknâth, you never told me what ‘a bellyful of scrapings’ means.”
He laughed. “It’s curse on us, you now, a curse. God put it on the whole Burud caste.”
“What was it?”
“You’d like to hear the story?”
“Of course.”
“Come on then. I can’t tell it properly. We’ll get the old man.”
We went over to the sane old man. He gave one surly look at me and another at Eknâth and then went on with
his work without a word.
“We’re like that, Bâi. We build a sevenfold wall around us and just sit inside. Don’t want to see anything or
hear anything or do anything. Don’t want anything new. They’ll starve, but they’ll never give up the old way.”
We went further along the street, talking together. Eknâth found another old man. He must have been a wellknown character for he came to life immediately and burst into speech. “Bâi, God’s curse always comes true. I’ve
seen seventy years. This was just a little town then, and now look at it. New streets have come, the old tanks gone,
water in pies now—cars—aeroplanes—more people, more houses. Men have changed too. New jobs everywhere.
But what do we do. Pick our teeth and scrape a living. Why do we go on like this? It’s God’s curse, nothing else.”
Eknâth reminded him about the story again. “This is now it was,” the old man said.
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*
“Once upon a time there was Shiva\fn{ A note reads: with Vishnu one of the two great gods of the pantheon.} and
Pârvati.\fn{Consort of Shiva.} They had made men upon the earth. So Pârvati says, ‘What shall these men do for
their living?’ So Shiva gave the eighteen trades to the eighteen working castes. Then the Burud came. What was
he going to do? Now Pârvati had to fulfill a vow to holy mother Savitri, and she needed a little sifting fan and a
basket to make the offerings. So Shankar said, ‘Let Burud, who sits in holy austerity in the deep forest, perform
this task.’ Shankar made a bamboo clump and told Burud to make a basket and a sieve. The job was done. The
Burud brought the basket and the sieve to mother Pârvati, Pârvati set a pât\fn{A note reads: board about 12” by 18”,
raised a few inches off the ground.} for him and went inside, but the Burud was afraid to sit. Thereupon a Brahman
came and the Burud at once offered him his pât to sit upon. The Brahman sat down without a second thought.
Pârvatiomâi was within. She loaded a try with gold and jewels and said to her servant, ‘Take this to the man who
is seated out there.’”
“The servant came and poured the tray full of jewels into the lap of the seated Brahman. The Brahman went
away. The Burud stood by. He stood there for a long time. At last Pârvati came and said, ‘What’s this?’
‘Aimahârâz, I have been standing here a very long time. I have brought you a basket and a sieve. Give me
something for my trouble.’”
“Pârvati was astonished. ‘What? Did I not just give a tray full of jewels?’
“Burud said, ‘The Brahman sitting on the pât took them.’
“Pârvati said, ‘You must have been born unlucky. I set the pât for you didn’t I? Why did you not sit? Now take
what I give you and don’t look to see what it is until you get home.’
“Pârvati gave him a gift. The Burud set off for home, but he could hardly contain himself to see what was
wrapped in his waist-cloth. In the end he looked. It was clods of earth!”
“He went back again and said to Shiva, “O God, for all my work you have given me only dirt.’
“Shiva said, ‘You are doomed to sorrow. Even the jewels that you carried at your waist have turned to earth.
Now fill your belly with others’ leavings. Scrape the pots and eat.’
“It’s God’s curse on all us Buruds, lady. All the eighteen castes get payment for their labor while we toil away
and still go hungry.”
*
It gave me little pleasure to think of such incarnate helplessness, bowing before the image of eternal poverty
because it was God’s will. Not one of the poor creatures could conceive that they might ever rise above this fate.
While the old man had been telling his story another crowd of boys had collected to listen. The story was over.
Now I would be able to show my gratitude at the expense of a few annas. I gave the old man eight annas. I could
see them all looking at each other. I was charmed with my own generosity.
“Eknâth, I would like to spend a whole month among your people. You must take me round and introduce me,
especially to the educated ones.”
Eknâth was equally enthusiastic. “Come,” he said. “We’ll go and see Shivarâm now.”
It was getting dark by then, so I replied, “I have to return home now. I’ll come back tomorrow. But I have
another job for you as well. The other day some of your women did a round dance in the temple of Vithobâ and
Rakhumâi. Do you think they would sing the same song and do the same dance at a special function? They will all
be paid. And I need two or three educated men as well. They’ll be paid for their trouble. They won’t waste their
time for nothing.”
Eknâth spat out an oath. “You don’t know our people. It’ll be difficult. I’ll try though.”
I wanted to put on a display of various aspects of Burud culture, and their co-operation was absolutely
essential. I was rather discouraged by Eknâth’s hesitant words, but I went home still determined to try.
2
It was half-past ten at night when the bell rang. I woke with a start and went to the door. What on earth could it
be? A telegram? All sorts of sudden fears went through my mind. I opened the door and found it was Eknâth
together with two other men. I was completely taken aback. Why at this time of night? Still I could not afford to
discourage him by shutting the door in his face.
“What is it, Eknâth?”
“Bâi, three or four of us are all agreed. We’ve been arguing about it ever since you left today. We think the
government ought to know the grievances of our caste, so we’ve come to tell you what we all think. Our people
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have been terribly neglected. If the government would give us a few concessions, give some subsidies to our
trade, we’d be able to live. If not we’ll all starve to death. But we don’t know how to say these things properly. If
you get us all gathered together in one place we’ll make fools of ourselves in a dozen ways.”
I knew what it was now. Eknâth must believe that I was still something to do with politics and had gone into
the Burud quarter on some government errand. The poor things were seeking me out at night like this in the
foolish hope that I could carry their complaints to the government and somehow alleviate their sufferings. I was
ashamed of my inadequacy, but I had to try and undeceive them. “I have nothing to do with politics,” I said to
Eknâth. “I no longer have any connection with the government or any kind of party. I couldn’t possibly listen to
your grievances and pass them to the government. I only came because I wanted to find out about your people’s
customs and ceremonies.”
“But Bâi, why else should you people come among us? Just listen now. If you can’t speak to them today you’ll
be able to do it some time.”
“It’s not possible. How could I? Can’t you understand why I came to see you? I’m an ordinary woman. I have
no influence with the government. I’ve got no contacts with the government.”
“Never mind then. But don’t forget about us poor people will you?” He was still unflaggingly hopeful.
I could only smile feebly. We talked for a little longer and then all three got up. Eknâth asked me once again if
I was definitely coming the next day.
Next morning at nine I was looking through the post when the bell rang and another man was asking for me.
He was fair; wore shoes and European clothes; tall, healthy looking. He even spoke English. His Marathi
pronunciation sounded as if the missionaries had had a hand in it. I asked his name. Told him to sit down.
“Eknâth came to see me last night. That’s why I’ve come,” he said.
I looked at him astonished. It had been midnight before he left me. Had Eknâth been on the go all night?
“You said you wanted to talk to educated people, so Eknâth sent me along.”
“But I’m only interested in people from the Burud community.”
“I am a Burud.”
It was hard to believe. In my wildest dreams it would never have occurred to me that someone like this could
rise from that dark sea of poverty.
“What do you do for your living?” I asked.
“I’m a clerk in the Military Accounts Department.”
“Did you go to school here?”
“No, I’ve only just come here.”
“What I wanted to find out was—”
“I know. But I never have anything to do with my community now. Or rather, they won’t have anything to do
with me.”
“Why not?”
“I’m not a local, and where I lived before there were only a few of us. We mixed with other castes mainly, and
I had all kinds of other friends at school and college.”
I was reminded of the first generation of reformers who after the end of the Peshwa’s rule\fn{ A note reads: the
style of the rulers of the Maratha empire in the 18 th century. The state was founded by the Maratha leader Sivaji (1627-1680) during the 17 th
century, and was expanded to the status of an empire by his successors of many castes during the 18 th; and ultimately a number of
independent or loosely allied Maratha states were established at Baroda, Indore, Gwalior, Berar, Nagpur, Tanjore and elsewhere,
supplanting the Moguls. But their armies, though enormous—the cavalry alone included about 100,000 men—and drawn from all over
India, began to encounter difficulties in attempting to adopt the modern military methods of the British and French advisers who entered
Maratha service. They were badly defeated near Delhi by an Afghanistan invader in 1761; and between 1778 and 1818, the British fought
three wars with the—by that time—disunited Maratha powers, which led to full British supremacy. } had turned themselves into

sahibs overnight. In speech, in walk, in manners this young man could have been of the highest caste, but after I
had been talking to him for some time I sense a kind of desperation peeping out from between his words. He
seemed oppressed by some awful sense of lack. He knew nothing whatsoever about the customs and beliefs of his
caste. I began to think of all sorts of difficulties.
I asked him straight out. “Listen,” I said, “you’re all right now, but when you want to get married you will
have to take a girl from your own community won’t you?” What will happen then?”
“I am married. I had my wife educated. What’s the use though! We’re both cut off from our caste now. They
don’t recognize me as one of them, and nobody else does either.”
“But surely your being educated is a wonderful example to them all,” I said, doing my best to sound
encouraging.”
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“Just because we’re educated they all think that we don’t understand our people’s real needs. We’re no good to
them. We have to keep our distance. There are nine or ten of us that have been educated, but we get no joy out of
it. We’re neither one thing nor another.”
The brain of every would-be reformer! And it is everywhere the same. I was lost in thought for a few minutes
and then I gave him some idea of what I wanted to do. Like Eknâth he did not seem very keen. Indeed he
appeared to be almost hostile to the idea. As a government employee he was apprehensive about taking part in
such a public gathering. Government service alone made his life bearable and he cherished it accordingly. I did
not press him.
After that I spent a month wandering around the Burud district, hour after hour, talking. In the end I managed
to work up some kind of enthusiasm and was able to announce to my superiors that a performance of Burud folkart had been arranged. I was relying almost entirely on Eknâth and two or three educated men. On the day of the
dress rehearsal I was sitting waiting at the appointed place, having been reassured once again, for the twentieth
time, by Eknâth that everything was ready. Two or three men were to make speeches and half-a-dozen women to
sing and dance. They had all promised me faithfully that they would come at two in the afternoon. Tow o’clock
struck, then quarter-past, then half-past, then quarter-to. By three I could hardly contain myself any longer. The
senior officers kept coming up to me and asking querulously, “When are these people of yours going to turn up
then?” I scanned the horizon despairingly.
At last I saw two figures in the distance come running towards us. I leaped to my feet. Yes, it could only be
Eknâth. He arrived panting with one friend to back him up.
“Well, Eknâth?”
“Has nobody come yet?”
“No one at all, and it’s terribly late already. It looks so bad. What will they all think about your friends?”
Once more he reassured me. “I’ve been after them since five o’clock this morning,” he said. “You wouldn’t
believe! Some gone one way, some another. They’re hopeless. What can I say, Bâi? I’ll try once more.” Overcome
with a sense of responsibility he stood for a moment muttering something to himself, looked hopelessly all around
and then dashed back the way he had come. I tried to laugh and said to the spectators, “It’s the last chance. If he
can’t manage anything we might as well go home.”
And soon far away we saw a group of thirty or forty people. We gazed upon them yearningly. They came
nearer. Yes, they were Buruds. But why so many? In fear and trembling they had come in strength to give each
other support. Eknâth was with them, panting harder than ever. I breathed a great sigh of relief. Everything went
off perfectly—songs, stories, dancing. The performers got their money.
Yes, they really got their money and went on their pay with smiling faces. Beside them were the doleful faces
of those who had been too suspicious to take an active part. Thirty or more there were. I was rather worried when
I went home that evening.
3
The following night at ten-thirty, the bell rang once again. Surely it could not be Eknâth again. I opened the
door, and it was.
“Eknâth!”
“Bâi, what can I say? Last month’s been like living in a nest of scorpions.”
“Why? What happened?”
“Bâi, they’ve held it against me ever since that first day when you came to see me. As soon as you’d gone I
tried to explain it to them. And what did they say? ‘Why don’t you make her your guru?’ they said. ‘She’s had a
good look at us all, men and women. We don’t need anyone to teach us,’ they said. ‘What does she know about it?
She’ll go round listening and talking. She’ll find fault with everything we do. Why should we tell her all about our
caste? They’re all the same. As soon as they get some schooling they start telling us we’ve got to reform, got to
better ourselves. Why can’t they leave us in peace?’ That’s what it’s been like for a whole month. It started the
minute you’d gone. I half killed myself getting those half-dozen people together. They did what you wanted and
they got their money, but that’s just made the others complain worse than ever. They say we’ve brought shame on
our customs—making our women sing in public. And they’ll dance in the street, mind, and never think twice
about it! But they don’t see it that way. They’ve been holding a caste-meeting today and all discussing whether we
ought to be expelled from the caste. It’s come to that. I’ve hardly slept for a month. Nothing but worry! And now
this! If it has to be it will be I suppose.”
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I was horrified. Were they all to be outcastes because of the favor they had done me?
“But all your people spoke so nicely to me,” I said.
“Of course. What else would they do to your face? It was after you’d gone that the jeering started. ‘Why don’t
you take her for your guru?’ they said. Night and day it was like sitting over a slow fire for us, and now …”
“Can I help you any way at all, Eknâth? I’ll do anything I can.”
“No, Bâi, no! the fibers are terribly tough in my caste. That’s why we never get anywhere with them. You hold
out your hand to a drowning man and he cuts it off for you and kills you. We’ll all die together they say. That’s
why even the ones who are educated have given it up as a bad job. They keep their mouths shut now.”
“I see. But Eknâth, tell me what I can do.”
“Nothing at all. What could you do? I just needed to get it off my chest, that’s all. I’m going now.”
Eknâth dismally took himself off. I felt as if a great weight lay upon my heart. All this misery just because of
me, and I had had no idea.
Eknâth and his handful of educated friends had been eager to catch hold of the great outside world as it swept
by and to join it in its march. And for that the old men of the tribe had crushed them. It made you want to weep. It
was as if our ways were on parallel lines that could never meet.
It was cruel lines like these that kept apart every caste that tried to run outside its own little rut. My own caste
had once been torn apart by such commotions. All the out-casting and excommunication of seventy-five years
ago! The same howls of protest from the older generation. Many had sadly bent beneath the blows, but there were
always some great-hearted ones who never lost their desire to run free. And it was there, around the aching feet of
men like Eknâth, that I could see the gleam and sparkle of hope.
Wearily I looked towards the distant light.
C
1
Memories. A lifetime of memories. Etched deeply in my mind.
Eighty-five years later, they remain as fresh as ever. Unfading. One leading to another, then to a third, and so
on and on and on. Sometimes I sit engrossed, watching their play. I get amused, saddened and startled by turns,
finally I tire out.
I have become quite old now. Reading hurts my eyes. Walking makes my feet ache. The very threshold of my
home has become too high for me to cross, it keeps me a prisoner here. So I go to a window and look at the
passing world outside. But it is totally wrapped up in itself. It has no time to take notice of me.
Again loneliness and a sense of being useless overtake me. I become restless, and seek solace in counting the
beads of memories in my japmala.
Yet memories can be obstinate. Obstinate and willful. When I want a particular one to show up, it will not
oblige, but an unwanted one might start hammering at my mind’s door, like a ruthless creditor relentlessly
pursuing his quarry, refusing to leave me alone. And once again I’m drawn unwillingly into their clutches.
Fifty years have gone by, but that final memory of Anna’s last illness still haunts me to this very day. Towards
the end, my father, Anna, had a stroke. At that time, I had made my own home in Pune. My brothers and sisters
were scattered all over India, busy with their own lives. I used to visit Aai and Anna daily, as a pious person visits
the temple.
One day Anna had a seizure. He could no longer speak. He just lay there, helplessly; staring without blinking.
To see him reduced to this was heart-wrenching. Aai never left Anna’s side; she took care of his every need, but
with a feeling of helplessness. She rested briefly only when I visited them. One evening the dreaded message
arrived.
“Anna has lost consciousness.”
I rushed to his bedside. Aai sat by Anna, crying silently. I sat near Anna’s feet. He lay very still, his expression
peaceful. I composed myself with great difficulty. I felt Anna’s chest and there was a faint heartbeat. I put my
hand on his forehead, bent over him and said loudly in his ear,
“Anna, I’m Balu, I’m here.”
I watched Anna carefully as I spoke; I thought that maybe for an instant his eyelids fluttered. My cousin Appa
had heard somewhere that applying the blood of a pigeon would enable a stroke victim to speak again. Maybe he
had done this and it worked, for Anna’s eyelids moved. He half-opened his eyes and looked at us. He didn’t seem
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to recognize anyone, but he was making a tremendous effort to do so. Aai sobbed with relief and folded her hands
in prayer. I added my words to her silent plea.
“Anna, Anna, wake up. Anna, this is Balutai. Talk to me. Anna get well quickly. Anna, we want you with us for
many, many years to come.”
My extreme joy over Anna showing signs of life must have transported me, in an instant, to my childhood. I
babbled on and on like a child, repeating myself over and over again. When I was a child, I could ask Anna for
anything and he had never turned me down. Even now, I felt that Anna would listen to me. He would get well, sit
up and talk to us.
But Anna was staring blankly. His lips quivered, but there was no sound. I could bear it no more.
“Anna,” I sobbed, “Please, please won’t you get well. You have done so much for us all our lives!”
He looked at me and seemed to recognize me. He seemed to make a great effort to speak. And then the clear
words rang out,
“Do you really mean that?”
I was devastated by those words. Even now I can hear their echo, and my heart is heavy. What was Anna
saying? Did he feel that we were unaware of how he had toiled for us, the sacrifices he had made? In fact, we, his
children, were eternally grateful to Aai and Anna, but we had never expressed it in words. Was that why Anna
doubted our feelings?
But children know that what they owe their parents cannot be measured! And they carry that awareness
proudly, deep within themselves. It is not a debt that can be repaid in installments, nor is there any creditor
demanding its repayment. So children rarely give any receipt for that debt. Only in a crisis do these walls of
silence come tumbling down and the children’s deep, abiding love and devotion are exposed.
Many years after Anna died, Aai developed cataracts in both her eyes. None of the children were with her and
the treatment was neglected. She began to lose her vision. As soon as my brother Bapu found out, he rushed from
Calcutta and took Aai to a German doctor in Bombay. Bapu was very bright, capable and successful but he was a
man of very few words. He would do anything for his loved ones, but he was not one to express his feelings. The
doctor examined Aai’s eyes.
“Both eyes are affected,” he pronounced. “There is just one solution. She will be able to see only if we can find
a donor.” Bapu responded at once,
“Doctor, give her one of my eyes. Do anything, but my mother must be able to see.” Aai started to cry.
“No, Bapu, no. I don’t want to see the world by making you blind. No, I have seen all I wanted to see.”
How I wish Anna had witnessed this; all his doubts would have been laid to rest. The debt of love, however
big, can be repaid by a single look or word of gratitude spoken from the heart at the appropriate time. Anna had
asked,
“Do you really mean that?”
Had I, then, never acknowledged this debt by either a look or a word? I have learnt over the years that words
have the power to hurt. Unkind words that are best left unsaid can hurt; but so can the holding back of words that
need to be said.
I was reminded of an incident that happened many years ago. At that time I was not married, and I lived with
Aai and Anna. I was to give a talk someplace that day, and was deeply engrossed in planning what I was going to
say. I began getting ready. I washed my face, and stood in front of the mirror, applying a kumkum tikka to my
forehead. At that moment Anna asked,
“Are you going out?”
“Yes, I have to give a lecture.”
“Wonderful! What’s the topic?” Absent-mindedly I said,
“Oh, just something.”
I realized that Anna was hurt by my curt reply. I applied the kumkum and turned around but Anna had walked
away. I was planning to go and tell him about it but somehow it slipped from my mind.
After that Anna never once asked me where I was going! It was only on the day Anna asked me that terrible
question that I realized how hurt he must have been by these small incidents. Right there, I made a firm
resolution.
“I’ll make up for the past. From now, I’ll talk about everything freely.”
But Anna did not stay to hear me. His eyes were closed forever.
*
With Anna’s death, his children converged on Pune, together again after many years. We discussed amongst
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ourselves what would be best for Aai. Bapu said,.
“I’ll take Aai home with me.” Baal responded,
“No, no, why take her so far away? I’ll take her home to Nagpur.” Mana said,
“I want to take her to Bombay.”
Later, all of us gathered around Aai. One by one we began taking our leave of her.
“Aai, it is time we went back.”
“Of course, you must go. What can you do by staying here?”
Bapu, Baal and Mana, each insisted that they wanted Aai to go home with one of them. Aai said,
“No, I’ll stay right here in Pune.”
“Alone?”
“Oh, I’m not alone, Appa is here with me.” While saying this Am rose and opened the large wooden trunk.
“Come, I want you to divide this amongst yourselves.”
The trunk contained silver articles, collected over the years. There were plates, little round bowls and drinking
tumblers; we had eaten festive meals off these on special occasions—sacred days or days of celebration. A faint
smell of age-old attar escaped from the attardani, and I could almost feel the drops of rose-water being sprinkled
from the gulabdani. Each silver article was engraved with Aai’s name. This was Anna’s way of providing for Aai
after him. We responded in unison,
“Aai, please leave all these things in the trunk. We don’t want any of these.”
“I know, but I just want each of you to have something to remember your father by.”
“Aai, we don’t need these to remember Anna. Anna and you made us what we are today. How can we possibly
forget him?”
One by one, my brothers and sisters left for their respective homes. I was the only one in Pune, and I visited
Aai regularly. We spent hours together; Aai reminiscing fondly about Anna, weeping softly all the while. And I
too would be deeply moved. When I went to Aai’s one day, I found her sitting on the floor, next to the open trunk.
“Balutai, look! I found this bag at the bottom of the trunk.”
The bag was crammed full of papers, about fifty sheets, covered with Anna’s writing. Aai asked,
“What’s written here?” I leafed through them.
“Anna has written the story of his life, starting from his childhood.”
“So that’s it! He used to write every afternoon. Sometimes at night too. 1 had never bothered about what he
was writing.”
It is said that death drops the final curtain on a person’s life. But often it is death that reveals the things one has
concealed. I used to ask Anna,
“Why don’t you talk about your childhood, the place where you grew up, your mother, brother?” He would
laugh it off.
“What’s there to tell? I’m not very educated. What can I say?”
I used to think that maybe people did not think much of Anna because he did not have a great deal of formal
education. But I knew that he was a far greater man than many so-called educated people. How else could he have
raised us the way he did? Seventy-five years ago, it was customary to sacrifice innocent seven-and eight-year-old
girls in child-marriage without a thought to their future. To let a girl over eight remain unmarried was considered
most sinful.
In such times, this man educated not just one but all five of his daughters until they received their university
degrees. That too, living in a small village, within a closed society, ignoring the taunts and harassments of the
community. If he hadn't had the conviction and courage, all five of us would have ended up in village homes,
sitting around the kitchen fires, surrounded by a gaggle of children. Almost illiterate!
I skimmed through Anna’s papers.
“Aai, how beautifully Anna has written!”
“When you were at school in Hingane, he would write to you every week,” Aai replied. “I remember that
before sitting down to write, for two whole days, he would walk up and down in the garden, planning the letter.
Then he would begin to write. Even if I was busy in the kitchen, he would stop me and read aloud what he had
written. After that, he would post it right away for you.” I could hear the pride in her voice.
“And when we received Anna’s letter at Hingane, Superintendent Gadgil would take the letter and paste it on
the bulletin board. And he would write in large letters, ‘Girls read this!’”
As I said this to Aai, everything came back to my mind.
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2
I began to read Anna’s papers. Anna’s neat, dearly familiar script rose before my eyes.
*
We Khares hail from Guhagar. In those days, each village in Konkan was associated with a different Brahmin
family. The Karves were from Murud, the Baals from Ladghar, the Kelkars from Gavha and the Tilaks from
Chikhalgaon. So in that sense the Khares belonged to Guhagar. My childhood was spent in Guhagar. I had heard
that the Khares used to be very wealthy once upon a time, but in my childhood our means were rather modest. We
owned a little land and harvested rice and millet.
I loved our house and the courtyard. Many trees flourished in our yard: tall coconut palms, leafy betel-nut and
mango trees. The glimmering sea stretched beyond. As children, we romped and played on its pristine white
sands.
Our household had five members: Baba, Aai, my younger brother Sadu and I, and a distant cousin of my
father, Atyabai. I was very fond of my mother. She was very fair-skinned, of small build, and had beautiful
features. Her hair was very long, thick and jet black. When she washed it she would let it hang loose to dry; I
would run towards her and wrap myself in her silken locks. She would laugh and push me away. Then when her
hair dried, she would braid it and coil it on her head in a huge khopa, and decorate it with gold moodh and
angraphul, which were traditional hair ornaments. Then she would wear a nath in her nose and admire herself in
the mirror. How gracious she looked!
Every day Aai took me to the Lakshmi Narayan temple. In the adjacent lane, the medicinal herb adulsha grew
in abundance. Even today the smell of adulsha evokes memories of Aai.
The first six or seven years of my childhood were filled with happiness. I had barely turned eight when my
father died suddenly. I was not close to my father, in fact I was a little afraid of him. He had a reputation of being
hotheaded, but he managed the house and the farm efficiently. Baba used to draw water from our well using the
water-wheel; we would be amused by its creaking, yet musical sounds. He was painstakingly careful in watering
all the trees with the well water. Sometimes he would break open coconuts with a scythe.
One day the scythe accidentally slipped and injured his hand. He began bleeding profusely. Aai asked me to
fetch the vaidya. The vaidya lived just two doors from us. He came right away and tied a poultice of some sort on
my father’s forearm. After that he came every day and dressed the wound.
But on the fourth day, my father had a lockjaw. His body went into contortions. His screams and spasms
frightened Aai and Atyabai out of their wits. Sadu and I screeched in terror. He suffered terribly and died in just
two days. I can still visualize his body, bent like a bow.
The details of the following few days are hazy. But the long walk to the cremation grounds and the sight of his
dead body in flames made an indelible impression on my mind. For days on end Aai sat by herself in a darkened
room, crying. One morning Atyabai said,
“Sarumawshi Vaidya has invited you and Sadu to her house.”
I took Sadu to Sarumawshi’s. Sarumawshi was busy cooking and said,
“Ah, you’re here? Go, sit out there. We will eat very soon.”
We went to the sitting room. Vaidyakaka sat on the floor on a mat, leaning against rolled-up bedding, studying
the astrological signs in the Panchang. He looked up at us.
“Come, sit here. But be quiet!”
Sadu and I sat down. There was a large printed paper in front of Vaidyakaka. I craned my neck to look at it.
Vaidyakaka asked me,
“Do you want to read this?”
“What is it?”
“It’s a newspaper.” This was a new word. I asked
“What’s that?”
“Have you heard of Agarkar?” I shook my head. Vaidyakaka said,
“Agarkar is a very learned man. He produces this paper in order to inform people about what’s happening.
Such a paper is called a newspaper. Agarkar’s newspaper is called Kesari. Come on, read it let’s see if you can
understand it. Read loudly.”
He leant back on the bolsters. Although I had read books, I was a little overwhelmed by the size of the paper. I
held it clumsily and began reading, stumbling over the words. It said that somewhere a five-year-old girl had been
given in marriage to a nine-year-old boy. I didn’t understand that fully. But Vaidyakaka listened to what I had read
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and exclaimed,
“Son of a bitch! You leave that. Read the editorial.”
“Where is it? In that cupboard?”
“Silly! The editorial is the part printed under the banner KESARI.” In the beginning, as I read, I stumbled over
the words. But later my reading improved. Vaidyakaka asked,
“Do you understand what you’ve read?”
“A little. But I do want to read some more.” Vaidyakaka smiled broadly.
“Good! Come every Sunday. Come and read to me.” Just then Sarumawshi appeared.
“Come, come, eat. Everything is ready.” As soon as we had finished eating, we charged out. Sadu shouted,
“Dada, Dada, let’s race.”
We arrived home neck to neck. In our front yard, the tamarind pods had been spread out to dry. Sadu loitered
around them.
“Aai, Aai, we’re back,” I called out as I entered the house. But I could not see her anywhere in the house.
“Atyabai, where is Aai?”
“Maybe she’s out at the back.”
But Aai was not there either. I searched the courtyard at the back of the house again. I could not see Aai
anywhere. Then I looked in the house again. Inside, the door to the room traditionally used by a nursing mother
was partially closed. I pushed it open, calling out,
“Aai, Aai.”
Only one tiny window let a little light into that dark room. Aai sat sack-like against the wall, with her head
bent. She was crying. I ran to her.
“Aai, what’s happened?” She hunched over even more.
“Aai, please don’t cry. Tell me what’s wrong?”
She looked up. I screamed,
“Oh, my God! Aai? Aai! Your hair! Where’s your hair? What happened to your hair?”
Aai began sobbing loudly as if her heart would break. I could not bear to look at her. I ran from the room with
tears streaming down my cheeks. Aai, like other widows of the time, had been forcibly shorn of all her hair. She
was no longer the mother I had known all these years! That day my childhood was lost forever.
*
I went to school for two more years. I completed the second standard and then the third. I continued to visit
Vaidyakaka regularly. He would ask me to read the newspaper to him. He used to talk about the news it contained
and tell me stories about Tilak and Agarkar. Often he would say,
“Like them, one must do something useful with one’s life. Otherwise what can we say? ‘I was born, I existed
and I died.’ What’s the use of living like that?”
I would listen, not knowing exactly what to make of it.. This was my fourth and last year in the school since it
taught only that far. I passed the annual examination.. My future stretched bleakly ahead of me. My teacher
advised,
“If you want to learn more, you must go to Bombay. There is no future for you here.” But Sarumawshi
protested,
“Don’t put ideas into his head. He’s barely eleven.. How can he go to Bombay? Four years learning is enough.
Now Antya, it’s time you took the load off your mother.”
And so I immersed myself in work. There were the household chores, the animals to tend, and the farm and
land to take care of; this became my only world. Even my visits to Vaidyakaka were not as frequent as before.
Whenever I went there, Vaidyakaka’s pronouncements would make me feel that I’d turn out to be as dumb as the
animals I tended.
One day I went to my friend Ganu Bagade’s house. Ganu was engrossed in drawing. As I watched him,
something blossomed in me and along with Ganu, I began to draw the Naagnarsoba, jiwati and other religious
symbols.
Most of the neighborhood boys did not have many things with which to occupy themselves, and they aimlessly
roamed the streets all day. I too spent countless hours in their company and would get home late, although that
meant I had to face Aai’s wrath. One day I came home later than usual. Aai announced,
“Antya, this Saturday we have to go to Sarumawshi’s. Don’t go out.”
“Why, what’s happening at Sarumawshi’s?”
“We’re going to see a bride for you.” I was stunned.. Angrily I said,

228

“No! Never! I don’t want to get married.”
“Then do you propose to spend all day loafing around like this?” I stared at her in annoyance..
“Antu, I cannot tolerate your behavior. I have told Sarumawshi that I will bring you.”
With this announcement, she went inside. I could not contain my anger. I left the house, walked down to the
sea and sat on the beach. My mind was in an uproar. Finally I shouted aloud,
“No, I shall not get married!”
I was struggling with myself, trying to decide what to do. Vaidyakaka had made me aware that there was a
different world out there. I wanted desperately to explore that world, to do some of the things he had talked about,
to be different.
But what if Aai did not let me? What if Sarumawshi was insistent?
Let her insist! I would not get married, and if forced to, I would leave home.
But where could I go? Vaidyakaka always said,
“Go to Bombay.”
How would I get there? Where would I live? How would I survive? And what if Aai became ill here? Well,
Atyabai would take care of her.
I returned home with a million thoughts racing through my head. Aai was waiting for me.
“Where did you disappear like that?”
I did not respond. The clothes were drying on the line in the middle room. I took them off the line, rolled them
up in a bundle, took my cap from the hook where it was hanging, and placed it on my head. Aai watched me.
“Antya, what’s going on?”
“I’m leaving home.”
“Whaaaat?” she cried in a tearful voice.
“I’m not going to marry. I don’t want to be a problem for you. So I’ll leave home.”
Aai was aghast. She burst into tears.
“Antya, don’t leave me, please. You don’t want to get married? Well then we will forget about it. But please
don’t go.”
I was very dejected. The days stretched endlessly before me. I went about my daily chores and spent the
remaining time at the Narayan temple. The temple was being readied for the up-coming nine-day Navratra
festival. I got involved in decorating and painting the temple; and spent many hours listening to the kirtans being
sung and lectures from the Puranas. And, along with the other young men, I played the game of dhumal. I had
almost given up visiting Vaidyakaka. On the eighth day of the Navratra, he appeared at our door.
“Ananta, will you come with me to the temple?”
We reached the temple and paid homage to Lord Narayan. Vaidyakaka walked around the temple. On its outer
wall he noticed a large drawing of Maruti carrying the mountain Dronagiri, done in red-stone.
“Who drew this? It’s very good.” I replied,
“I did.”
“You? I didn’t know you had this talent.” He grew serious.
“Ananta you are smart, you have the drive. Why do you waste it here? Listen to me. Just take a bold step and
go to Bombay! Go get some more education. Right up to the Vernacular Final! I know you will make it. Or else,
study art. Then you will get a job easily. But don’t waste your life here.”
Vaidyakaka’s words gave me a new impetus. Once again, I began dreaming of Bombay, planning what I would
do. As soon as I got a job, I would take Aai and Sadu to Bombay. I could think of nothing else. But I knew that
once again, Aai would forbid me to go. One day, I mustered up my courage and announced to her,
“Aai I’m going to Bombay. I will study hard and get a job. Then I’ll take you and Sadu to live with me.”
I had a difficult time convincing Aai. She did give me permission finally, but I could see how worried she was.
Over and over again she asked me,
“Will you really take us to Bombay?”
“I will, I promise. How can I survive without you?”
The day before I left, Aai and I talked late into the night. I laid my head in her lap and she ran her fingers
through my hair. My heart was full of love for her and I was at peace. I don’t know when I fell asleep. When I
awoke, Aai was sitting beside me.
“Anta, I have prepared some food for you. Take it with you. You’ll need it on the way.”
I had a bath, packed some clothes in a cloth bag, and ate a simple meal of metkoot and rice. Aai served a
spoonful of curds in my palm; that was the custom when anyone was leaving, a “come-back-soon” gesture. I
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slurped the curds, touched her feet asking for her blessings, and turned to go.
“My child, go safely. Send us a letter as soon as you reach Bombay.”
She placed two dhabbu coins in my hand. Tears streamed down her cheeks. I felt my own eyes moisten. The
flood washed away all the bitterness I had felt. I turned round and left.
I focused all my efforts on trying to reach Bombay. That meant crossing the Veldur Creek, then the Oabhol
Port, after which I would be in Bombay. I started on the road to Veldur. Till I reached the Arya Hills, I felt strong
as well as brave.
Once I crossed those hills and lost sight of Guhagar, however, I was overcome with the feeling that I had left
my home behind me forever. I was all alone in the world. I continued on determinedly though, pausing
occasionally to wipe my tears.
And then my chappal snapped. I looked at the rough road ahead. How would I proceed now? I sat on a large
rock at the roadside, took a strip of cloth out of my knapsack and tied my chappal to my foot. I took a few
tentative steps, worried, what if the cloth gave way?
Just then I heard a rattle. A bullock cart came by and someone called out,
“Anta, is that you? Where are you going?”
Ganu Bagade’s uncle was in the cart. He inquired about my plans. Then he asked me to climb into his cart and
took me as far as Veldur Creek. I touched his feet; he turned back. As I stood there alone, I noticed an old man
standing surrounded by his baggage, mumbling to himself helplessly.
“Ajoba, I’ll carry your things.”
I helped carry his baggage and put it in the ferry. He paid my fare for the ferry and dropped me at the Oabhol
pier. I realized then that whatever simple acts of kindness I had performed without any expectations, had been
returned many times over. So very many people had gone out of their way to be kind to me!
At Dabhol, I was standing by a tea shop. Seeing my torn chappal the shopkeeper said,
“My boy, how will you walk with this chappal? Let me fix it.”
He got it repaired and also gave me plenty to eat. On my part, with colored chalk, I drew a sketch of a cup and
saucer, complete with steam coming out of the cup, on the side wall of his tea shop. He was very pleased and
packed a parcel of food and saw me on my way.
From there, I climbed the hillock and reached Dapoli. Traveling through Khed, Mahad, Rewas and Dharamtar,
I finally reached Bombay. My journey was lightened by the kindness of several strangers; some gave me food or a
paisa or two, others showed concern.
I crossed the creek and got off on the Bombay side at the ferry wharf popularly known as Bhaucha Dhakka or
the brother’s docks. I was mesmerized by the sights of the Bombay about which I had heard so much. I had never
seen so many people in one place. Everyone seemed to be in a tearing hurry. Porters in red uniforms rushed about
straining to push carts laden with baggage. Carriages, horse-drawn trams and buggies vied for space. I could only
watch, overwhelmed by the confusion and the noise.
It was getting dark and I had to reach Girgaum. I had to get moving because I didn’t know which way Girgaum
was. But I had heard that many of the folks from Konkan were living in Girgaum; there I would surely find
someone to help me.
I stopped several people and asked where Girgaum was. Some were in a hurry and didn’t give me clear
directions; others didn’t bother to answer. The streets were dimly lit with kerosene lamps. I could not see the road
clearly.
Finally I reached Girgaum, after having lost my way several times. By this time it was fairly late at night; I was
bone weary and starving. I drank water from a roadside tap, worried where I would spend the night. The shops on
both sides of the street were closed. Each shop had a wooden plank in front of it instead of steps. I put my cloth
bag down on one of the planks, rested my head on it and drifted off to sleep.
I was rudely awakened by somebody prodding me in the ribs. Startled, I sat up. It was a uniformed policeman.
I stood up. He fired questions at me. I was frightened out of my wits.
“Get going! If I find you here tomorrow, watch out!”
He warned me and strode away. Now, what was to be done? Where should I go? The problems I faced
remained unresolved. I was wide awake now, but I remained there; it was still the middle of the night. With the
break of dawn, I sat up. From time to time, tears would well up. The sun rose in the sky. Just then a man appeared.
Seeing his stern face and piercing eyes, I began to tremble.
“You, there! Why are you sitting here?” I had lost all power of speech. Unlocking the shop he said,
“Get lost! You can’t sit here. Don’t you have someplace else to go?”
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“No, nowhere.”
“No? Then why the hell are you here? Where are you from?”
“Guhagar.”
Just then another man appeared. He was the owner of the shop next door. It was a tin shed whose walls were
made of jute sackcloth. He spread his wares: peppermint candy, fresh cashews, papads, kurdyas and other
foodstuff from Konkan, and said,
“Good morning Phatakmama. Looks like you have a visitor. Where’s he from?”
“Says he's from our Guhagar.”
“Be careful. These boys run away from home and then there are terrible problems.” I spoke fervently,
“No, I have not run away.” I turned to Phatakmama.
“I swear by God Narayan. I have come with my mother’s permission.”
My invoking Narayan touched a chord. Narayan is the temple deity of Guhagar. Phatakmama began to look
less doubtful.
“You do sound like you’re from Guhagar. Why have you come here?” he asked in a softer tone.
“To go to school.”
“School? How far did you learn in Guhagar?”
“I have passed the fourth standard. That’s as far as that school teaches.”
Phatakmama picked up the broom. I went forward.
“Please, allow me to sweep. Let me have the broom.”
I was trying to throw myself at his mercy. He gave me the broom. Just then the bhatji from the nearby tea shop
brought him tea in a kettle. Phatakmama asked,
“Did you eat anything last night?” I shook my head in reply. Mama asked the bhatji to fetch another cup of tea
and something to eat
“What do you plan to study?”
“I want to pass my Matric.”
“How old are you?”
“Fourteen.”
“You silly boy, if you go to school now you will need seven more years. You’ll be twenty-one by the time you
are a matriculate. By the way, have you brought your school certificate?”
School certificate? I faltered. When I left Guhagar I had given no thought to my school certificate. I shook my
head.
“Then no school will admit you!”
Just then the bhatji appeared with tea and pohe. Mama asked me to eat. He looked at me, contemplatively. I ate
the pohe and drank the tea with great gusto.
The bhatji left with the empty dishes. Phatakmama began dusting his sewing machine. I took the duster from
him and started cleaning the machine. He became engrossed in sewing. From time to time he looked at me. I sat
on the plank outside, afraid of the next step. Where would I live? How would I eat? I knew that poor students
depended on the generosity of kind people for their meals. They made arrangements to have their meals, with
different families, once every week, by turn. I asked Phatakmama,
“Do you think I’ll be able to make arrangements for my meals here?”
“We’ll see. Anyway, come home with me today.” Phatakmama closed the shop for the afternoon.
“Let’s go,” he said. I followed him.
Phatakmama lived in a chawl in Kandewadi. This chawl, like all Bombay chawls, was three stories high. Each
floor had about ten two-room units; a common balcony linked them with a common toilet at its end. When we
reached his place, I waited outside in the balcony. Mama went to the kitchen. He talked for a long time with his
wife. Then he came to the front room and asked me to step inside.
“Sit over there on the stool. Listen carefully to what I have to say, and then decide.”
Phatakmami stood listening from her position at the kitchen door. Mama said,
“Since you don’t have your certificate, going to school is out of the question. You will survive only if you learn
a trade. I will teach you tailoring. Are you willing to learn?”
I saw a ray of hope when all doors seemed to have closed. Yet I could not speak. I just stared at him. Mami
asked,
“My boy, what’s your name?”
“Ananta.”
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“Listen, Ananta, you can learn in a year if you set your mind to it Now that you’ve come this far, you might as
well get something out of this.” Mama said,
“Now hear me out. For one year, you will do all that is needed in the shop and learn to stitch clothes. I will not
pay you during this period. You will live here and eat with us. If at the end of one year, you have learnt well, then
I’ll pay you. Then you can fetch your mother and brother and set up house. Does that seem reasonable?” Mami
added,
“In any case, my husband needs a helper at the shop. Your problem of food and shelter will be solved. Stay
here and help me around the house. Is that acceptable?”
My dreams of schooling and of studying art crumbled. But what was the alternative? How could I live in this
city? At the very least, I would become a tailor. I would learn to sew, then earn money and fetch Aai and Sadu.
Phatakmama was waiting for my answer.
“Yes,” I responded, “I’m ready to learn.”
From that day, I began living at Phatakmama’s. The new world in Bombay, dirty and congested, was in sharp
contrast to my beloved Konkan. The house and the compound in Konkan had been very spacious; here, three tiny
rooms formed our cramped quarters. In Konkan tall coconut trees swayed in the breeze. Parrots, sparrows and
cuckoos warbled and sang in shady mango trees. Here, the only greenery was provided by tulsi plants growing in
pots hanging in the balcony. The tulsi has religious significance and was therefore grown by each household and
worshipped every day. The raucous cawing of crows and the incessant cooing of pigeons provided background
music. Instead of a stream of fresh milk from one’s own cows, here we had to be satisfied by the milk brought to
us by red-capped milkmen from suburban Vasai. The ten families on our floor shared the washing place at the end
of the balcony. It had only three taps. Every morning, I was rudely awakened at dawn by the chatter of the people
who lined up at the common latrines. Later in the morning, the pounding footsteps of people rushing to work
created a racket on the wooden stairs.
Gradually I became used to all this. I no longer had time to dream about Konkan. In this hectic world of
Bombay, there was the relentless pressure of chores, from the minute I got up. I was always uneasily aware that I
was dependent on the good graces of Phatakmama and Mami.
I tried to lighten Mam’s workload as much as possible. In the morning, before going to the shop, I swept the
floor, filled water, washed the clothes and cleaned the dishes used for tea and for the morning meal. At the shop, I
would sweep and clean, fill drinking water in the earthenware pot, and place flowers and incense before the little
wooden shrine and the images of the Gods. By then Phatakmama would show up. He would greet customers, take
their measurements, and tell them when their clothes would be ready. I watched him and learnt a lot from him on
how one treats customers.
His shop must have been well-known for his customers were of all sorts, rich and poor, educated and illiterate.
Mama was an expert at his work and began teaching me, step-by-step. In a few days I began to understand how to
measure, how to cut the cloth, how to stitch it and make buttons and buttonholes. When the clothes were ready, it
was my job to deliver them to rich customers. At the end of the year, when I had learnt to do all these things,
Phatakmama said,
“Ananta, you have passed your tailoring test with flying colors.”
I was justifiably proud of myself, but made no response. I realized that now Mama would start paying me and I
would be able to fetch Aai and Sadu, and together we would set up our own house. On the first of the month,
Mama gave me ten rupees. I was very happy, but one thing still bothered me; here, I had nothing to read. At night,
our neighbors in the chawl used to gather in the balcony. But since all they did was gossip, I didn’t feel like
joining them. In Guhagar, Vaidyakaka’s discourses had been like a candle lighting the darkness. I missed them
terribly.
One day, a horse-carriage stopped outside our shop. A gentleman named Raosaheb Rege alighted from it, and
entered the shop. Phatakmama was a little flustered to see him. Rege was probably our most important customer.
He had once been the headmaster of a high school and had very good connections. In those days, because
education was not very widespread, there were very few high schools. So the headmaster was considered very
important
Raosaheb had shown up in person at the shop as he needed a Parsi-style long coat in a hurry. Phatakmama was
contrite.
“You shouldn’t have taken the trouble. I would have come to your house.”
Saying this, he began taking Raosaheb’s measurements. As he called out the measurements, I wrote them
down. Raosaheb noticed me and was curious. Mama praised me enthusiastically. Raosaheb stared at me through
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his thick-lensed glasses. Perhaps he could not see well.
“You’ve passed the fourth standard, have you? Hmmm, you can read well. then, can’t you?”
“Oh, very well indeed!” Mama interjected. “My eyes bother me, but read one must. I could surely use a lad
like this. I don’t need him daily, a couple of times a week will suffice.” Phatakinama said immediately,
“Ananta will gladly do it! Right Ananta?”
I nodded happily. I went to the Reges that Saturday, a holiday. Raosaheb asked me to read an excerpt from a
book.
“Well, that’s good! You’ll come regularly, won’t you?” I said,
“Oh, yes I will.” Raosaheb continued,
“I don’t see very well. Sometimes I have to attend meetings on weekends. Will you accompany me?”
I was happy that a new world was opening up to me. I went to the Reges faithfully for a month. At the end of
that month, he gave me three rupees. What I had learnt from him during that month was, however, far more
valuable than those three rupees. I used to read the newspapers to Regesaheb.
His favorite newspaper was Sudharak, edited by Gopal Ganesh Agarkar. Agarkar used to be the editor of
Kesari. But now he had parted company with his friend Bal Gangadhar Tilak and started his own newspaper. All
this I gradually learned from Regesaheb. He would often speak eloquently about Agarkar. I was learning far more
than I had dreamt.
One day, when I went there as scheduled, I was surprised to see Regesaheb teaching his eight- or nine-year-old
daughter in English. His wife, however, did not like this at all and remonstrated. But Regesaheb asserted,
“Women must expand their world beyond the rolling pin, broaden their horizons and sharpen their intellectual
tools. Isn’t that so Chandu?”
And his daughter Chandu happily agreed. I watched this whole interchange in amazement.
I used to accompany Raosaheb Rege on his walk to Chowpatty Sea Face. On the way, several people would
stop to talk to him. In those days Chowpatty was not a favorite promenade place as it was surrounded by
warehouses and the beach was marshy. Right on the road to Chowpatty, however, was the elegant mansion of
Mangaldas Nathubhai, with a beautiful garden in front; this was Raosaheb’s favorite place. He and his friends
would gather there and they would discuss and argue fiercely about the issues of the day. I would stand on the
sidelines and listen. Raosaheb was a teacher after all. He was an expert at using examples to drive his point home.
One of his contemporaries was Agashemaster. Raosaheb argued with Agashemaster with great fervor.
Agashemaster was always firm in his conviction.
“We must unite and stand shoulder to shoulder to fight the British. Then self-rule will be a matter of course.
Social reforms can come later.” Raosaheb responded calmly,
“Look here, this topic needs deeper discussion. Let’s see, come and take your evening meal with us tomorrow
and we’ll thrash it out.” Agashemaster screamed as if stung by a scorpion.
“What are you saying? I’m a Brahmin, you’re a Saraswat.” Raosaheb remained calm.
“You are wrong. We Saraswats are the true Brahmins. We have received the blessing of Goddess Saraswati, the
Goddess of Learning. You’re just Bhats, the priests. But let that be. Tell me, if you and I cannot sit side by side for
a meal, how can we stand shoulder to shoulder to fight the British? That’s why, in my opinion, first let’s get rid of
this nonsense about caste, then talk of getting independence.”
Raosaheb had another favorite meeting place. That was the office of the newspaper Induprakash, the leading
newspaper of that time. Government servants, the leaders of society, the elite would gather there and discuss and
debate local and regional events dear to their heart. They used to criticize and ridicule Tilak’s newspaper Kesari.
Tilak was politically a revolutionary, wanting to throw out the British, while according to Induprakash, British
rule was God’s gift to Hindustan. I was a Kesari fan. But I realized that in the Induprakash office it was not
politically prudent to be on Tilak’s side. Once I slipped, said something in favor of Tilak, and was promptly
reprimanded:
There was an imposing statue of Queen Victoria in the central square of the Fort area, in downtown Bombay. It
was in the midst of a road that hummed with activity, day and night. Someone tarred the face of that statue,
twenty or thirty feet from the ground. To climb that high and escape without leaving a trace was a remarkable
feat!
Naturally, this extraordinary bravery filled common people with pride. But there was an uproar in official
circles. The authorities could not find the person who had committed this act of treason. And try as they might, the
tar on the statue’s face could not be removed. The British government was furious and retaliated; young men were
taken from their homes and beaten. The Induprakash group railed against Tilak. It alleged that such despicable
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acts were the result of Tilak’s teachings; Tilak had inflamed the younger generation to such madness by his
writings.
Soon after this there was a plague epidemic. The inhuman methods that the British officers used in stamping it
out created a lot of discontent among the people. As a result, a young man named Damodar Chaphekar shot dead
a British officer named Rand. Later it came to light that Chaphekar was also responsible for the tarring episode.
People were electrified by Chaphekar’s courage. Damodar was the son of Haripant Chaphekar, the kiltankar at
the Kala Ram Mandir at Thakurdwar. He used to join his father at the kirtans. I used to attend that kirtan
regularly, so I had seen Damodar and had also spoken to him. When I heard Damodar’s name, I felt he was
standing right there before me and forgetting my surroundings, I exclaimed,
“Bravo, Damodar!”
At that moment I was in the Induprakash office, in the midst of a group of people. They were stunned into
silence. Rege Raosaheb roared,
“Fool!”
I was frightened. If looks could kill, I would have been dead on the spot.
“If the police knew about this, you would be flogged till you came to your senses!” From that moment I was
afraid and from then on, I kept my thoughts to myself.
This was an era of many new, progressive ideas. The Prarthana Samaj was established as a part of a
movement to reform the Hindu religion. Its building was elegant, clean, and neat with polished chairs, benches,
and a marble altar. I was very surprised when I saw this. Was it possible to pray here? I pictured our temples with
their chaotic, freewheeling atmosphere. The worshippers here were prominent people, stylish and resplendent in
their starched clothes. Their conversation was about reforming society, critical of our Gods and rituals and of the
noise and confusion of kirtans and bhajans in our temples.
I was confused. I did not feel that all this criticism was valid. But increasingly I felt that there must be change.
Tatya Takle, the Konkani shopkeeper next door was caustic in his comments.
“These half-breeds! Already half-way towards becoming Christians! They call this a prayer! What nonsense!
Who ever heard of praying sitting on chairs and benches? Dressed in such finery? They are just playing games to
please the British.”
I listened to both sides. I had no conviction in this matter, yet I felt I had to do something, and this was always
foremost in my mind. As I frequently accompanied Raosaheb, word of our tailoring shop spread and we got many
new customers. Phatakmama gave me a raise and told me that I should fetch Aai and Sadu and set up our own
home.
I took his advice, rented a two-room house in Phanaswadi and fetched Aai and Sadu. Soon, yet another of my
dreams was fulfilled. I found out about a drawing class, which was held every afternoon from one to three, during
which time the shop was closed. I began attending the class and was exhilarated that I was finally able to study
art.
I was content. Aai and Sadu were with me, I was in the company of good people, I was reasonably well
established and was finally studying my favorite subject.
Now, from the neighbors’ point of view, I was a good catch. In those days, when a girl turned six or seven, her
parents would start eyeing eligible bachelors.
“Anantrao, when are you getting married?” was the constant refrain. Phatakmama also urged me to get
married. Aai of course was very eager to see me get married and settled. She had been ready to marry me off,
back in Konkan, when I was just fourteen.
Now I was past twenty, but I paid no attention to my mother’s pleas. Actually, I often wondered what it would
be like to have a wife; I had begun to be aware of young ladies. But I was also ashamed of these yearnings, and a
little afraid, too. I received many marriage proposals. But they were all from parents of very young girls, barely
seven or eight years old. To marry such a young girl was out of the question. I had decided firmly that I would not
marry a child-bride.
One day, one of Phatakmama’s friends from Awaas, Lakhoo Nana Shintre came to find a match for his
daughter. Phatakmama suggested my name. Lakhoo Nana watched me for a few days and told Phatakmama that
he approved of me as a son-in-law. When Phatakmama asked me, I said,
“If the girl is fifteen or sixteen, I’m ready to see her.” Everyone poked fun at me.
“Girls are married at seven or eight. Where will you find an unmarried fifteen year old? A marriageable fifteenyear-old girl is surely a widow.”
But I was firm in my resolve. Aai and Phatakmama were annoyed.
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“Social reform is not for people like us. The rich, the privileged can afford the luxury. We will become
complete outcastes.”
I consulted Raosaheb Rege. He sided with the others.
“Don’t go after what you cannot get. One must behave according to one’s status in life. Be realistic.”
I realized then that even for people with progressive ideas, there was a vast difference between preaching and
action. Then what chance had someone like me! So, with reality being brought home to me, I agreed to see the
girl at Awaas.
At Awaas, the Shintres had a large house with a large courtyard. I was reminded of Guhagar. Lakhoo Nana
Shintre called out to his daughter,
“Varu, Varu!” From the branches of the nearby champak tree came the response,
“Yes, Nana?”
“Where are you? What are you doing up in the tree?”
“Gathering flowers, Nana.”
“First come down here. You can gather flowers later.”
Varu scrambled down the tree, stood in front of her father, and shook out her parkar—the traditional floorlength skirt, which she had drawn up between her knees and tucked behind her, at her waist.
“Yes, Nana?”
“This gentleman has come to see you. You want to get married, don’t you?”
Varu blushed deeply and ran inside. She was very fair, slightly snub-nosed, but slim and smart-looking. She
was only nine, I was twenty. But since I was helpless, I said I approved of her and we were married. …
231.357 Excerpt from The Viceroy’s Wife: Letters Of Alice, Countess Of Reading, From India, 1921-25\fn{by
Iris Mary Butler (1905-2002)} Simla, Himachal Pradesh, India (F) 10

† Rufus Daniel Isaacs, 1st Marquess of Reading, GCB GCSI GCIE GCVO PC KC (1860-1935) Lord Chief
Justice of England (1913-1921), Ambassador to the United States (1918-1919), Viceroy and GovernorGeneral of India (1921-1925), Marquess of Reading (1926), Captain of Deal Castle (1927-1934). †
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Alice Edith Isaacs, Marchioness of Reading, CI GBE (1866-1930), née Alice Edith Cohen, Lady Isaacs
(1910), Baroness Reading (1914), Viscountess Reading (1916), Countess of Reading (1917), Marchioness of
Reading (1926).
Mr. E. M. Forster, in his life of G. Lowes Dickinson, quotes the latter as saying:
“And why can’t the races meet? Simply because the Indians bore the English.” Pandit Nehru quotes this
statement in his Autobiography (The Bodley Head, 1936, p. 28) and follows it up by saying:
“The Englishman and the Indian are always posing to each other and naturally they feel uncomfortable in each
other’s company. Each bores the other and is glad to get away from him to breathe freely and move naturally
again.”
These opinions must be examined honestly by those of us who imagined, when we lived in India, that we were
a success. Boredom is a dangerous sensation; a stronger word should be found for that which can kill affection,
create distrust and destroy the nerves as completely as sorrow or cruelty. If it was true that we bored each .other,
the two races, then no wonder so many bitter words have been poured out about our association since it came to
an end.
My personal experience does not lead me to endorse these accusations of mutual boredom. I can never
remember a time when the thought of India (the whole peninsula) did not immediately evoke emotion and
stimulate interest. In fact, memories of India and my Indian friends have lightened hours of acute boredom since I
left them all. I know I was blessed in coming of a family which (on my mother’s side) served India for three
generations. I also owed much to my father who insisted that I should learn at least one main language (Urdu)
well enough to conduct a reasonable conversation, though I was too lazy to master the script and have regretted it
ever since.
Many Englishwomen suffered boredom and homesickness because home-making, motherhood, security and
the comfort of family life were all precarious and constantly disrupted. Men were seldom bored for they had
interesting work to do, marvelous sport and opportunities for an especially masculine type of life such as suits
Englishmen. The “Lady Sahibs” at the top of the pyramid missed their ancestral voices, they often felt that society
in India was not equal to their needs. But since, in those days, no ancestral voice spoke louder than that which
called for noblesse oblige, these ladles all did their duty nobly.
I find it interesting that G. Lowes Dickinson and Pandit Nehru used the word “English” rather than “British”. It
always seemed to me that those Europeans happiest in India and most successful in their relationships with
Indians were not pure English. Celtic, Latin or Jewish blood is often the secret of sympathy with the East.
Lady Reading’s ancestral voices were very ancient and subtly different from most of her predecessors. Her
mind was untrained, but it was a very active and perceptive one and she came from a background which did not
despise such a gift. She was also able to keep in step with the quick emotional reactions of Eastern people, and to
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respond to them without prejudice. I knew her quite well; she was kind and friendly to girls, of whom I was one,
in the official world of Delhi and Simla in the nineteen-twenties.
In those days young married women had the best of social life. Most of the girls came straight from school
without any grooming for an adult world. Our lack of sophistication would make a modern schoolgirl gasp. I went
to all official functions with my parents and found the Members of Council and Generals who took one in to
dinner easier to cope with than the glorious young men who led one up to talk to Her Ex. afterwards. The “Aides”
appeared to me like gods walking. One of these dazzling creatures took a brief fancy to me and my mother must
have thought well of him as he was allowed to take me dancing after dinner one night at Maidens Hotel in Delhi.
On no account was I ever allowed to dine alone with a man; apparently dancing was thought safer. I wore my best
frock, an affair of floating chiffon panels each with a little weight on the end. All my partner said to me that
evening was:
“This is a bloody awful dress you are wearing, something keeps clashing against my shins.”
We had not got into short skirts by that time (1923). Lady Reading remarks on Princess Arthur of Connaught’s
short skirts two years later.
I was born in Simla and spent the first four summers of my life there. So to return at the age of seventeen
seemed like going home. I recognized paths along which I walked with Nanny and my brother in the past, the
rickshaw trailing behind and always (so it seemed) a dog barking in the far distance. Nanny told us that all dogs
were mad and that the huge cobra-headed “Lords and Ladies” growing on the roadside in the rains were deadly
poison.
No-one ever suggested poison to us in any other way. Nanny loved India as much as we did and ran the
household in partnership with Ghokal, my father’s bearer who served him for all the years he stayed in India; they
grew from young manhood to middle-age together. Neither Ghokal nor Nanny did very much hard work but they
were an impressive team.
We were always told never to disturb Ghokal between the hours of 2 and 5 p.m. as he was a very high-caste
man and had to perform a number of ceremonies connected with his main meal of the day. He never came near the
dining room because our food was unclean to him, but he did make tea in the early morning for my parents which
he carried as far as the bedroom door, but no further, since to enter would have been improper. Even when my
father was a Governor, he always got out of bed to fetch the tea-tray from outside his bedroom door. He wrote a
Collect about it, praying for strength to “feel after and find Tea”.
The caste system in private households became much more lax as years went by because my generation could
not afford as many servants as our parents employed, but in Viceregal circles the one-man-one-job system
maintained a firm hold. It irritated Lady Reading when she first met it though she settled down to it as we all did
in the end, realizing how it helped poor people in a land of high unemployment and gave that sense of continuity
(son succeeding father) and tribal cohesion which is now called paternalistic and undemocratic.
In addition to Ghokal there were many other servants who came and went and I remember with especial
affection the syces who led my pony in Simla and also Mother’s big Australian horse, By Chance, on whom I was
allowed to ride out to tea sometimes, perched high on a side-saddle in my best bib and tucker, much more fun than
a rickshaw. I remember waking from a deep sleep one night to be carried into the verandah by my father to see
Halley’s Comet streak across the Himalaya. This episode photographed the great mountains on my mind for ever.
My childhood winters were spent in Rajasthan and Lahore, so Delhi became a new place to discover when I
came out from school. I went for long, long rides alone into the great plain where the Durbar of 1911 took place,
returning home at dusk with the mist rising as high as the pony’s withers, and the shanty dwellings at the edge of
the cultivated land pricked out by points of light—cooking fires on the ground round the huts. It never occurred to
me that I was an alien, that I had no right to be there, that I was a member of a master race. There was no talk of
fear, though my father had but recently come from the Punjaub and all the troubles following the Rowlatt Bills.\fn
{The Rowlatt Act was a law passed by the British in colonial India in March, 1919, indefinitely extending “emergency measures” enacted
during World War I in order to control public unrest and root out conspiracy against their continued occupation of the country, authorizing
the government to imprison for a maximum period of two years without trial, any person suspected of terrorism living in the Raj. There
was, of course, considerable opposition to it on the part of the local populations, and it was repealed just three years later, together with the
Press Act, and some 22 other like-minded pieces of Imperial legislation:W,H } My parents never prevented me from riding out

alone.
We had many Indian friends, notably the Shafis, who appear in Lady Reading’s letters. And there were
splendid figures from the Punjaub. Sir Umer Hyat Khan, head of the Tiwana Clan, came south for meetings of the
Council of State, bringing with him his hawks, his hounds and what my mother called his “Dhuniwassails”
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(Liegemen—Gaelic). He gave delightful hawking parties in the early dawn on the Jumna plain, across the Bridge
of Boats on the Meerut road. Rising in the dark we motored out to meet our horses and the wild northern men,
profiles matching the birds on their wrists. They flew a gay goshawk at hares, and smaller hawks stooped on
partridge and quail. It was a more natural sport than shooting.
One Christmas we went to Bikaner and another to Kotah, a Rajput State Lady Reading never saw, where my
father had served when we were children. We called the Maharao Andatta—Breadgiver—as his people did. I had
not seen him since those nursery days but it all came back to me, including two romantic figures named Apji
Koela and Apji Pelita, names conjuring up giants and wizards, who turned out to be jolly gentlemen, friends of
my parents. The tide Apji corresponds to "Himself" in Ireland and the territorial names used of landowners in
Scotland—Lochiel, Tullibardine.
The princes were either cosmopolitan or traditional. In either case their hospitality was boundless and
sometimes abused, their generosity towards charitable schemes unlimited, as Lady Reading often records. They
did spread their wealth for the public good and it is not for us to pry into their motives. They are the victims of
history, as we are too, and all the other protagonists of absolute power who have “abode an hour or two” in that
land of conquest and re-conquest.
Lady Reading and her daughter-in-law, Eva Erleigh, were the first people to open my mind to anything other
than my personal interests. Lady Erleigh and her mother, the first Lady Melchett, were pioneers in maternity and
child welfare work in Great Britain before these branches of social service became the sole responsibility of
public authorities. There is no doubt that Lady Reading was influenced by this when she decided to make
maternity and child welfare her chief concern in India.
After I married, I attempted to carry out some of the lessons I had learnt from working with Eva Erleigh. I had
heard a good deal about Lady Reading’s schemes in India which my mother, when she became a Governor’s wife,
forwarded in her own sphere of influence. But I was always a chhota memsahib and as such could initiate nothing.
burra memsahibs could raise money and if one happened to be beneath the sway of a burra memsahib who was
not interested in social service, there was nothing one could do about it. The only people free of such frustrations
were the Missions and they welcomed any voluntary help as long as it was given efficiently and affectionately,
and they asked nothing about one’s personal beliefs or worship; there was too much work to be done for suffering
people to allow time for proselytizing or splitting hairs between denominations. Lady Reading made friends with
missionaries and doctors as well as helping them with money and official visits. All the “Lady Sahibs” started up
funds and organizations which bore their names.
How was it possible to be bored for a moment with so much to learn and do and see? So much colour and
contrast, above all so much response to any advance made in friendship towards Indians?
Yet Pandit Nehru spoke truth when he said we were not always at ease with each other. I remember often
feeling uncertain about what was expected of me. Sometimes one tried too hard and became unnatural. I once
prepared to give an anthology of English poetry to an Indian friend and suddenly realized there was a dreary little
poem in it called, A Private of the Buffs,\fn{The Private of the Buffs, by Sir Francis Hastings Doyle (1810-1888) Professor of
Poetry at Oxford (1867)} about an English private who refused to kowtow to some Chinese who had captured him and
so was beheaded. Meanwhile some Indians did as they were told and survived—
Let dusky Indians whine and kneel;
An English lad must die.

I tore out the page in an agony of embarrassment. It must have surprised her to receive a mutilated gift, and I
feel shamed to this day that I did not trust in her affection and wit. It never occurred to me then, nor indeed since,
to criticise the dusky Indians of this poem. It was not their quarrel. As the wife of an Indian Army Officer I came
to know the Indian soldier well, and his wife and children, of several races and faiths. When I was nursing Indian
troops after the retreat from Burma in 1942, they poured in to hospital by the hundred, day after day, literally
dying on their feet of exhaustion, dysentery, malaria, pneumonia, starvation. We ran out of drugs, beds, blankets,
even water throughout a dreadful two weeks till the rush dwindled. One man said to me:
“I have fought for the Sircar (the government) and you cannot give me a bed to die on.”
I marveled then, as I often have before and since, at the devotion and loyalty of the Indian Army. Now, when
the sons of old soldiers come to England, they frequently meet with discourtesy and misunderstanding. They were
good enough to fight and die for us in war after war, the reasons for which were never explained to them.
When my husband went to work for the Nizam of Hyderabad, we came into a society where there were few, if
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any, inhibitions between the races, and certainly no boredom on our side. I hope none on theirs, but they would be
too courteous to say even if it were so.
There were enormous contrasts of sophistication and simplicity in this state. It seemed to epitomize one’s life
in India. On the one hand, a Nawab speaking several European languages would correct me for reading Renan’s
Vie de Jésus because it denies the Incarnation and, as a Christian, I had no right to contemplate such an idea even
if he, as a Moslem, did so. On the other hand, there was a purdah lady whom I loved. She was a witch of
moderately benign practices, some of which she demonstrated to me when we were alone together chewing pan
and talking about our neighbours and our children in a womanly sort of way. There was a General in command of
the armies in Hyderabad who, when I asked his advice as to how to make a success of my stay in the state, told
me:
“Keep your mouth shut and your bowels open.”
The state allotted to us as a dwelling the top floor of a huge old stone house on a hill, looking across a lake. In
the garden the two domes of the Observatory stood embowered in trees. The State Astronomer, Mr. Bhaskaran,
had his office on the ground floor of our house. He was a learned scientist who corresponded in several languages
with astronomers all over the world. He allowed me to have “Astronomy Parties” at which my guests were shown
the moon through his telescopes. After that we all repaired to the wide verandah overlooking the lake to have
supper and to admire the moon once more in the place we were accustomed to see her, making a path on the
water.
Mr. Bhaskaran, an orthodox Brahmin, joined us, sitting a little apart for we were untouchables and our food
pollution to him. He sipped water with dignity, kind, clever and friendly—but apart. Remembering those days, I
feel that our life in India was like looking at the moon through a telescope. We saw everything enlarged, we were
far away from what we saw, we only looked and wondered, inexhaustibly interested, emotionally moved, perhaps
a little afraid, and then withdrew to the life we knew.
This book is a period piece. It tells of a simple approach to an immensely complicated problem, a personal
approach, from the heart. The life it describes seems as distant as a Grecian Urn. Between that life and ours of
today lies a deep gulf full of dark shapes—war, torture, deceit, destruction, betrayal, suffering of the innocent. The
air around us is thick with blame and recrimination. I have found it a refreshment to turn away and listen for a
while to voices of good will from the other side of the divide.
2
This is the story of one woman’s contact with India and the impact of India upon her. Political issues in India
will keep the historians busy for many generations yet; personal issues are mostly buried in sad cemeteries. When
the story of the British Indian period can be told without bitterness, the love and friendship which lit up some
corners of that strange partnership will be more worthy of remembrance than the mistakes of politicians.
Those who write about British India today\fn{ This book was published in 1969} like to stress unhappy personal
contacts. The incidents in railway carriages, the arrogance of the club, the hauteur on social occasions— these are
set down often from hearsay, or arise from the personal prejudices of the writers and speakers. It is time for some
record of kindness and courtesy to be remembered.
Some of us fell in love with India and tried to show it. In fact, many of us were quite unconscious of any need
for suspicion and rejection on either side. We took our life in India for granted, it was home.
Alice Reading spent only five years in India and those in isolation at the top of the pyramid. She had no
tradition of empire in her blood, no family graves to visit, no memories from childhood. She knew nothing
whatever about the country when she went there and remained somewhat vague about Indian history and creeds to
the end of her stay. She could not understand or speak any Indian language.
But she loved India. These personal letters, meant only for the eyes of her family, prove that she responded
eagerly to her vivid, luxurious and exciting life and she found that Indians, as they always do, came more than
half-way to meet her interest and sympathy.
Her husband was deliberately chosen by a Liberal government to administer a liberal experiment in India. This
experiment, known as the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms, seemed grudging and deficient to leaders of nationalist
opinion in India. These were men of intelligence and education well aware of the history of British Indian
relations from the eighteenth century onwards. They knew of the far more integrated society of the early days of
the East India Company. The time when rulers of the caliber of Warren Hastings and Mountstuart Elphinstone
without doubt looked forward to handing over power to Indians themselves.
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The rulers of India in those days were men of the Age of Reason. Dedicated to a life-long service without
remission, they were deeply versed in the languages, culture and customs of the people they ruled; they were
latitudinarian in religion, unprejudiced, tolerant. After them came the great figures of the nineteenth century, men
of a more rigid caste, possibly of greater integrity but lesser sympathy, fanatical in religion, certain of their
superiority. Their links with home were strengthened by the opening of the Suez Canal; English women came out
in greater numbers to found completely English homes, Indian women disappeared further behind the purdah, the
rift of misunderstanding between the races widened.
Macaulay’s minute on education, insisting on the teaching of English in all higher grades, introduced Indians
to the liberal philosophers of the nineteenth century. Thus at one and the same time doors to freedom of thought
were opened while doors to freedom of action were shut. The war of 1914-18 broke down many doors and Indians
were justified in expecting that the immense efforts they had put into helping to win it would be rewarded by a
greater measure of political freedom. It was to meet this legitimate expectation that the Liberal government of
Lloyd George sent the Secretary of State for India, Edwin Montagu, to evolve with the Viceroy, Lord Chelmsford,
a preliminary constitution giving Indians greater political power, and inaugurating an embryonic form of
parliamentary democracy.
Edwin Montagu believed implicitly in freedom for India; Rufus Isaacs\fn{ Lady Reading’s husband, Lord Chelmsford’s
replacement as Viceroy of India } shared that belief. It is significant that these two brilliant men were both Jewish, a race
that has maintained freedom for centuries in the face of fearful odds. But they had to steer the frail barque of their
beliefs through heavy storms. The retiring Viceroy gave little more than his name to the Reforms; he was
described by the most astute of his provincial governors as having “the qualities that adorn private life”. Thus
Lord Reading took over a confused and divided country, ripe for anti-British demonstrations and communal strife,
with the Civil Service embittered and uneasy about the future.
“Les hommes font les lois, les femmes font les moeurs.”\fn{A quotation from the Compte Ségur: “Men make laws, women
do the morals”} These letters are a chronicle of “moeurs”. A great deal of high-minded and brilliant political work in
India was vitiated by insensitive personal contacts. The urbane atmosphere of the eighteenth century could not be
restored in the twentieth, but the choice of Lord Reading as Viceroy in 1921 was peculiarly happy in that he and
his wife were free of the normal prejudices of the English ruling caste. She had her own prejudices but they were
not those of creed or colour. She was an old-fashioned woman, proud to walk behind her husband, to be, as it
were, in purdah. She was a much-honoured wife and mother, extremely secure in the family, in the Jewish
tradition. This, though she did not realize it, gave her a link with Indians.
An ancient Hindu scripture, The Laws of Manu, says: “Where females are honoured, there the deities are
pleased.” The power and position of women in eastern society is often misunderstood. They have rights of their
own as part of Hindu religious philosophy, and in Islamic law; this gives them confidence and dignity, especially
in later life. Alice Reading was a grandmother when she came to India. She had a status which would be instantly
recognizable to Indians who often found younger Englishwomen inexplicable and shocking.
She does not write very much about politics. Her letters took three weeks to get to their destination by which
time political news would be stale and she could not repeat anything confidential. So she threw her heart and
energy into what she felt was her own sphere. Entertaining Indians and British alike, making personal contacts
which might be of use to the Viceroy and, above all, doing everything she could for the women and children of
India.
She is often accused of enjoying her position. It is strange to use the word “accuse” in this context, but such
comments are always pejorative. Why should she not enjoy rather than “grizzle” (a favourite word in her letters)?
Once her initial homesickness evaporated, her letters glow with enjoyment even when she writes in pain and
illness. Enjoyment of beauty, luxury and drama; enjoyment of scents, flowers and colours; enjoyment of people.
Above all, enjoyment of her power to do some good for the women and children of India, enjoyment of her
husband’s success and enjoyment of his enjoyment.
It is reported that when the Irwins took over from the Readings in Bombay in April, 1926, Lady Irwin
remarked on Lady Reading’s “pallor” and this was attributed to chagrin at ceasing to be “Queen”. At that point
Alice Reading was at the lowest ebb of her strength; she had stayed in India after a severe operation in order to be
with her husband up to the end of his term of office. A less courageous woman would have gone home at the New
Year, and there is no doubt that this last effort shortened her life. Of course she minded saying farewell to India—
she had left some of her heart there. Never was any woman less deluded by “folie de grandeur”
She grew up in an old-fashioned Jewish home of great rectitude and discipline. Her father, Albert Cohen, by
nature a recluse and scholar, had to make his way in a business world from which he retreated at the end of every
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day to secluded family life. His children grew up in a patriarchal atmosphere, kindly but despotic. Alice went to
day-school and learnt to speak French and German fluently and she enjoyed the musical and artistic advantages of
cultivated Jewish society. But it was not the custom then for a girl to develop a trained mind, nor did she get any
opportunities for country life, sport, travel and the freedoms enjoyed by the sort of girl from whom a future
Vicereine might be drawn. There was no tradition of government in her family.
At the age of eighteen she met young Rufus Isaacs at a dancing class. He was then at the beginning of his
studies for the Bar, very handsome, very gay and showing no special signs of future greatness. In fact, his fortunes
were at a low ebb as he had been hammered on the Stock Exchange for being unable to meet his obligations. He
and Alice Cohen fell in love and decided to marry, in spite of the violent opposition of her family. Like the
heroine of a melodrama, she sank into a decline and thus forced her parents to consent to her engagement.
Rufus Isaacs was always a man of great charm and sweetness though in later years he became so reserved that
it often proved difficult for ordinary people to penetrate his graceful but adamant façade. Sir Francis Oppenheimer
met them both in the early days of their marriage. He became a life-long friend and his testimony of them comes
straight from the heart with the vitality and colour that are missing from comments of the friends and biographers
who were not admitted to their innermost circle. He describes Alice Isaacs as “a striking young woman, tall and
erect with an excellent figure and an impressive gait, her head crowned by masses of blond hair.” He was
impressed by the gaiety and vigor of this young couple and their radiant devotion to each other.
Alice insisted that her husband should continue at the Bar, regardless of the small income on which they had to
live. On their wedding day the future Lord Chief Justice received what was only his second brief. By the time
their only child was born they were able to take a small furnished house at Brighton for holidays where, as Gerald
grew older, both parents spent much time with him and his Nanny Squires, who never left the service of the
family, accompanying them even to India in her old age. Writing from thence when homesick, Alice Reading says
how comforting she found it to be able to talk over old times with Squires.
It is difficult to trace the history of her poor health because she never discussed it in detail with friends or even
her family. A suggestion of malade imaginaire has hung about her. Sir Francis Oppenheimer says “she became an
invalid before reaching middle age and so dropped out of the social picture in which he became one of the leading
figures.” But he and other writers on this period often mention dinner parties at Curzon Street (the Readings’ town
house) and week-ends at Foxhill, their home in the constituency after his entry into politics. She entertained in her
own home with particular zest and grace, but she also spent many hours on a sofa or in bed. Anyone reading her
letters from India must realize that her maladies were far from imaginary. She was a most courageous woman, and
it was not then the fashion to shout medical details from the housetops.
She did not have the type of personality which is prepared to enter whole-heartedly into the social hurly-burly
that accompanies political life. A brilliant man, no matter how modest his start, will very soon be welcomed in
any social circle, up to the highest, if he is successful, amusing and personally attractive. It is much harder for his
wife unless she is prepared to work for it by incessant entertaining and relentless attention to being in the right
place at the right time from one year’s end to another.
Alice Isaacs did not have that sort of ambition. She believed in her husband and knew his quality, she
encouraged him to set forth on his own and he returned to share with her everything her health had caused her to
miss. All her life until she went to India, people had to come to her—she did not go forth to meet them.
Rufus Isaacs entered the House of Commons as Liberal member for Reading in 1904 and went on to be
Solicitor General early in 1910 and Attorney General later in that year. In 1913 he became Lord Chief Justice and
Baron Reading and, finally, Ambassador to Washington and Earl of Reading in 1918. This appointment must have
seemed a great challenge to Alice Reading. It meant leaving England and battling with her ill-health in the midst
of official rather than private entertaining though the exigencies of wartime curtailed this necessity.
It also made the first break in a custom established by her widowed mother who, since the death of the
patriarch, had developed a demanding and possessive nature. She liked to visit her favorite daughter every
afternoon, and because Alice was a semi-invalid, she was exceptionally vulnerable, and it is unlikely that Lady
Reading would have faced five years in India if her mother had not died in 1920.
And Lord Reading would not have taken the Viceroyalty without his wife. When the appointment was offered
to him, she managed to get her doctor on her side before her husband could consult him. She was a determined
woman and the doctor agreed to tell Lord Reading that his wife’s health was equal to the climate and the
strenuous life that would await the Viceroy’s wife.
The Readings landed in India on April 2 nd, 1921, and two days later left for Delhi. They were alight with
optimism and it was reported that “Reading seems to have made a good start. They say he is unconventional, that
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he laughed when told that ladies had to curtsey and waved his hand at Lady Reading when she did it. That he asks
all and sundry why India should be a difficult country to govern, whether humanity is different here from
elsewhere. A very suitable spirit!”
Lord Reading had to curb his idealism to make the system work, since “Politics is the art of the possible” and
no Viceroy ever understood that maxim better. This then was the political background against which these
extremely personal letters were written.
3
Writing to her son and daughter-in-law from Delhi on April 6 th, 1921, her first letter from her first official
residence, Alice Reading says:
In spite of all the crowd I miss you both terribly. When I came out of the Convocation Hall (Bombay) when H.
E.\fn{His Excellency, her husband} was sworn in I never felt so alone in my life! Not a soul I knew to give me a hug and
wish me well, only strange, strange faces everywhere. The penalties of a great position! No-one has any idea what the
position is. Buckingham Palace, Windsor, everything simple in comparison with the show and glitter (necessary, I
understand, to impress with power). Never two people had so many well-wishers. God grant the 1,000 th part comes
true.

The Viceregal party stayed in Delhi only twenty-four hours before moving on to Dehra Dun in the foothills of
the Himalayas, there to recuperate from the arrival and give the household time to move to Simla.\fn{ Simla was the
British summer capital, constructed deliberately to enable them to conduct the affairs of government whilst at the same time being able to
escape the torrid heat of the Indian summer season:H } They were impressed by the Viceregal train which Miss Yvonne

FitzRoy (Lady Reading’s secretary) describes in her diary:
We had heard much of the Viceregal train, even the Russian Imperial train could not compete with it for luxury, we
were told, and were not disappointed. But all the luxury in the world cannot defeat this climate … No screen was the
least use against the dust—the fans merely circulated a hot, exhausted wind—door-handles nearly too hot to touch—
beds far too hot to lie on—clothes, a literally painful necessity—and the hopeful rush to the cold water tap greeted by a
flow of nicely boiled water.

Though only so short a time in Delhi, Alice Reading immediately obeyed what would seem to have been a law
of nature among proconsular ladies.
Altho’ only 24 hours here [I] have found out so much I candidly disapprove of and must change. I realise a
Vicereine’s work never ceases however good her Staff is for there are thousands of things a mere man never notices,
and before three months are over my head the Viceregal Lodges will be run quite differently.

In due course her interior decorations, her mauves and grays, were obliterated by Lady Irwin, then the mauve
returned with Lady Willingdon. Lady Linlithgow then cast forth the stone gnomes and rabbits set up in the
Moghul gardens by Lady Willingdon at the great new palace which was only foundation-high in the Readings’
day. She writes from Debra Dun:
We are neither of us at our best. Passed a terrible day yesterday, ending in a sand storm (vide The Garden of
Allah);\fn{This was a play by Robert Hichens, popular in London in the early 1920s, a scene of which included a realistic sandstorm,
which scattered dust over the stalls} everything, hair, clothes, luggage, impregnated with sand; you feel gritty all over.
The moving of a Viceroy in India is a wonderful piece of management. You go to bed in your train, several of your
cars go on in advance and meet you at the station, your servants are there behind your chair for a four-course breakfast
and even your favourite chair and cushion come along, is on the verandah to meet you. We stay here ten days; the men
are out of uniform in white flannels and everything very unceremonious … this place is so lovely, really a little cooler,
only ordinary August weather. Have just come from flower garden, a riot of sweetpeas, verbena, cornflowers,
hollyhocks. It is a glorious summer night; all the verandah lit by electricity, else very primitive. The band of the
Gurkhas playing on the lawn. It is a large bungalow, with thatched roof, has a broad verandah all the way round where
we lie about in long chairs—views of the Siwalik mountains, distant Himalayas.

Thus, in the pause before the race began, Alice Reading lifted up her eyes to the hills in some apprehension.
I rather dread the house at Simla as I hear it needs so much doing to it. There is a special fund for it, but it seems a
hard job to squeeze it out. I don’t believe in 100’s of servants, no hot water, 8 courses, not one good, magnificent cars,
shabby livery.
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Yvonne FitzRoy’s diary:
At Kalka, the main line terminus, we transshipped into the funniest little train. We climbed slowly, through 100
tunnels, round incredible curves … the slope opposite Simla is covered with rhododendron trees, over now except for
an occasional scarlet flower, but it must be an amazing sight in full bloom.

The Readings were met by an official reception and went in full panoply, with bodyguard and outriders, to the
“heavy, mullioned Victorian-cum-Tudor affair” where they were to live for the next five summers. Sir Grimwood
Mears, an old friend from Bar and Washington days, now (1921) Chief Justice of the Allahabad High Court, wrote
to Gerald Erleigh about his parents:
Lady Reading and I had a quiet laugh over the apprehensions at Simla before their arrival. Both your people have
had the most amazing success. On arrival at Simla, when everyone recognised they would be desperately tired, they
nevertheless shook hands with everyone gathered on the lawn to meet them. This astonished everyone very much. It
brought friendliness about at once.

Simla has been much reviled since Kipling’s day and most curiously represented on television. It was first
discovered as a possible health resort and escape from the heat about 1821. One Major Sir William Lloyd\fn{ 17821857} penetrated its virgin forests in May of that year and wrote on his return:
The mountain air seemed to have instilled ether in my veins, and I felt as if I could have bounded headlong down
into the deepest glens or sprung nimbly up their abrupt sides with daring ease.

By 1831 a French traveler, M. Victor Jacquemont, described it as “the resort of the rich, the idle and the
invalid”. William Pitt, Baron (later Earl) Amherst (1823-28) was the first Governor-General to take a holiday
there. He and his wife returned to Calcutta with “rosy complexions”. In Lord William Bentinck’s time (1828-35)
the government of India bought the district round Simla from a hill rajah, and after that Governors-General came
up regularly for holidays.
Sir John Lawrence, a north of India man who found Calcutta particularly uncongenial, decided to take his
Council up to the hills with him. He wrote:
I did not go to the hills because I was sick. I did not go there to amuse myself or enjoy myself. I spent five months
of the year there because I could serve the Company more laboriously and more effectively than if I had been in the
Plains.

With his Council under his eye he could drive them as sternly as he drove himself. From that time onwards
Simla became the summer headquarters of the supreme government. The Commander-in-Chief and the Governor
of the Punjaub also spent the hot weather there with their full administration. Thus the British population was not
confined to “hill captains” and grass widows.
In itself Simla is a beautiful place. It is like a garden city scattered up and down a vast mountain ridge with
tremendous peaks as a background stretching up and away to the permanent snow line. The roads were then little
more than dusty tracks of alarming steepness leading up or down to houses of very mixed and indifferent
architecture redeemed by their surroundings and cascading gardens. There were public buildings and a very
English church on a wide ledge, and everywhere dark deodar pines and rhododendrons marched up the hillside.
The deep ravines, scored by waterfalls in the rains, were efficiently bridged and were inclined to smell of urine in
the dry season, a smell quickly dispelled by the prevailing scent of pine and wood smoke. The Indian bazaars lay
in strips along the hill or tilted sideways like creepers on the face of a cliff.
The majesty and sweep of the Himalaya must be a discouragement to architects and the gradual spread of the
summer capital over many years tended to diversify style. Everyone except the great went about in rickshaws by
night and on horses by day. Younger women, on their way to race meetings and garden parties, hitched up their
long skirts and bobbed along on ponies, picture hats flapping in the breeze, while a syce (groom) ran ahead to
hold the pony at the other end.
Lady Reading did not enjoy shopping expeditions in a carriage with attendant Bodyguard and an A.D.C.
clattering behind in a dog-cart. She constantly says how much she longed to “slip away” into bazaars incognito
and she even tried to do this in Delhi and Calcutta. In Simla it would have been utterly impossible because
everything that happened there became common knowledge in club and bazaar at great speed, owing to the
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constriction of society dictated by the lie of the land. As you went along the Mall you were visible to the bazaars
several hundred feet below you, just as movements below could be spied upon from above. It was a
claustrophobic life which, combined with the altitude (7,500 feet) tended to produce drames des concierges
among the British who regarded Viceregal Lodge as the lodestar, officially and socially.\fn{ There is no source note to
the following poetic, nor is there anything on W, but it reads like a contemporary music hall ditty. “Made a K” means to be knighted, i.e., to
be accorded an honor for some personal achievement, and thus to gain at least a token admittance to Society.H }
If I was Mrs. What’s-her-name
I would, I would, I would—
I’d get my husband made a K.
And see the Viceroy every day,
I would, I would, I would.

The first few letters Alice Reading writes from her hilltop are a little homesick:
It is much cooler here, and I cannot tell you what a wonderful spot, I hope you will see it one day not too far distant.
Monkeys come by the dozen, and altho’ we are high up on the 1 st floor, have wire netting at all the windows. We are
settling down. I find it tiring, so many people always around one, so little privacy, a great deal of work. I am at work all
the morning, some of it interesting, some not, but it’s all got to be done.

These monkeys were the handsome, tall gray langurs of the hills, not the organ-grinder type familiar to English
people. The langur is a beautiful animal, but as thieving as his brown brother of the plains. The crashing of
monkeys through the trees down the hill and their gentle crooning in the branches on a peaceful sunny day are
typical Simla sounds.
Mashobra, where the Viceroy had a week-end cottage, lies about six miles from the centre of Simla, in the
direction of Tibet. The place was originally a little hill village where buffalo pastured in the hot weather as there
was water for them. The name comes from maishiara, a collection of buffaloes. Higher and cooler than Simla it
had gradually become a small resort, a great place for honeymoon. couples and a halt for those who wanted to go
further into the unspoilt hills. To get there it was necessary to ride or rickshaw through the long, dark Sanjowlee
tunnel and then along a road bordered by an immense precipice falling into a superb valley, many thousands of
feet below. It was agony to ride a shying pony to Mashobra but Alice Reading had no such problem:
I want to describe a week-end place 1¼ hours from here where we have spent Saturday till Monday. The first time
since I landed I have been out (even in the garden) without at least one Aide. They arrive as soon as I leave my room in
the morning and take me there again at night! You can imagine, therefore, we felt like coming out of school. We left by
carriage for an hour’s ride till we carne to a steep hill; here we dismounted. Viceregal rickshaws each with four men
awaited us. We were pushed several miles of winding road, most glorious scenery, till we reached The Retreat,
Mashobra, perched on a high hill. An enlarged Swiss chalet in brown and gold with wide verandah running round and
glorious views, 8,500 feet up. Nothing to be seen but miles of rhododendrons, pines and undergrowth of maiden-hair
fern. The house itself most primitive, only a cottage, but truly Indian, a magnificent retinue of servants, no lights only
smelly oil lamps and candles, no hot water laid on, iron tubs on zinc floors. Lord Curzon made the most delightful
orchard on the slope of the hills smothered in cherry trees. Now (May 9 th) cherries all ripe under their nets and greatly
appreciated by H. E. The garden ruined by lack of rain, the water brought to the house in skins by the natives. The
servants proceeded in rickshaws all the way, the coolies carrying most of the luggage on their heads, the rest slung on
mules.
India is so astounding with its contrasts, luxury, squalor, dirt and magnificence. It’s all like a magic carpet, wherever
you go in any of our houses, everything is there in its place on arrival. Great writing tables in every room and verandah
and on lawn under the awning, all stacked with writing papers, elastic bands, pencils, pins galore. The box of novels by
my bed, my favourite biscuits, Malvern water and milk (from my special cow) on ice. It is true there is a servant for
everything and one man carries only one thing, very exasperating when you are in a hurry but the result is all right and
tends for comfort.

In May an historical interview took place between the Viceroy and Mr. Gandhi. Gandhi had forbidden a hartal
(strike) to be held on the arrival of the Viceroy in India as he was impressed by Lord Reading’s liberal reputation.
Yvonne describes how:
Gandhi had arrived in Simla the day before—to a town garlanded and en fête—albeit good-humouredly so to the last
degree. All that afternoon tom-toms and cries of greeting had floated up to us. But still it seemed doubtful—would he
ever submit to asking to see His Excellency? That evening his letter arrived, delivered through the proper channels and,
it appears, admirably expressed.
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Then Alice Reading takes up the tale:
H. E. has had some hard days. Gandhi was here four hours at a stretch alone with him; for your private ear he had
never had an interview with C. (Chelmsford) alone. What the result will be is on the lap of the gods … We were
accidentally in the hall when he arrived, had a good view of an elderly, frail, slim man, climbing stairs with difficulty,
dressed all in homespun, with bare legs. An intelligent face, the eyes of a seer. That was all we could make out, but by
close examination of H. E. we gathered fuller particulars. A man of eloquence who impressed one by his sincerity,
above all a devout believer in the Simple Life, and the doctrine of ruling by love. How closely his adherents follow
their leader, I should not like to say. His only food goat’s milk and bread, he touches nothing else, unfortunately we do
not encourage goats here so Gandhi had hot water and with charming courtesy, as H. E. wanted his tea, G. felt he was
preventing him.
The interviews have followed thick and fast and Gandhi’s rickshaw bearers are a familiar feature of my gravel
outside, where they squat for hours. They relieve the waiting by playing an eastern game very like throwing of dice
only played with stones off my gravel.

Both Lord Reading and his wife were caught by the Mahatma’s special quality, but they underestimated his
power. As time goes on Alice Reading comments with quite obvious regret that he is a “spent force”. What she
can never have imagined was that he would be assassinated by one of his own race.
In this same letter (early May) she tells of a plunge into what came to mean more to her than any ball or
dinner:
I visited the native hospital last week; that was quite the most interesting thing I have done. Firstly the men’s and the
women’s wards then the purdah [or veiled women’s] block. Outside I had to leave the Doctors, Aides and bearers and
Sister [Meikle] and I, accompanied by the Lady Doctor, went everywhere. I insisted on seeing everything including Out
Patients Dept. and Dispensary. This saddened me terribly, mostly little children, so frail, so rickety, they look worse
than European children as their dark skins take a yellow gray tinge and their lips so blue. All of them with their lovely
dark eyes and eye-lashes penciled round with kohl. The stories I heard were terrible, the scenes I saw. Such neglect and
poverty, above all such superstition, such graft. I went home miserable for it seems almost impossible to fight it. I feel
my work in India ought to be directed in that channel.

British society did not interest her so much but she realized that though there were many pretty women, nice
clothes, even tiaras, at her parties, Simla (and Delhi) society was not a wealthy society. Nor was there much
opportunity for those who composed it to keep in touch with affairs outside India or with the arts and literature.
There was no radio or television, or even talking films. Entertainment and culture had to be on a do-it-yourself
basis and some of it was very good.
What did distress her was the small number of women who took an active part in social work. Those who did
do so were very active indeed. Many Englishwomen were desperately homesick and genuinely afraid of stepping
out into the seething, fascinating Indian world which Alice Reading herself would have been perfectly ready to
explore more closely if she had had time to learn the language and escape from protocol. She seldom met the
British in the Districts or in the smaller cantonments, or she would have realized how closely some of them were
able to contact Indian life.
The government of India consisted of departments equivalent to ministries at Whitehall—Foreign and
Political, Education Health and Lands, Agriculture and Forestry, Law, Finance, Public Works, Commerce, Home
—each with a Member of Council appointed by the Viceroy, a Secretary, and a band of lesser civil servants down
to clerks and chaprassees (messengers). Some of the Members of Council were Indian Civil Service men, some
(chiefly Finance and Legal experts) came from outside the service. After the Montagu-Chelmsford Reforms most
of the Members of Council were Indians; clerks and chaprassees always had been.
Army Headquarters was a smaller edition of the War Office, headed by the Commander-in-Chief, with clerks
and orderlies at the base of the structure.
The men in jobs at headquarters worked very hard, both civil and military; those on leave were not as
numerous as is often supposed, for Simla leave was expensive, but naturally they were the ones most in evidence
at parties and picnics. Many of the women raced from party to party to forget the nostalgia for children left at
home; many were alone in one small room in a boarding-house or hotel because their health would not allow them
to stay with their husbands in the hot weather.
Alice Reading greatly liked young people and she instituted special parties for them, not confining her
entertaining to official sahibs and memsahibs. Her greatest contribution to Viceregal Lodge was to increase the
number of Indian guests, both to meals and to stay. She and her husband knew they were facing prejudice and
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criticism because they were not of the usual caste from which Viceroy and Vicereine were drawn; they were new
to everyone, to the public at home, to the services in India, to the educated Indians, to the Princes and to the
commercial community. As for the people of India—the nearest the Viceroy’s wife could get to them was in her
own hospital which she founded in Simla. She knew, and says, that it was impossible to get nearer, so she visited
every patient in every ward twice a week and when she left forever, these were the people she most sadly missed.
The descriptions of her houses and gardens are better left to her, also her acute impressions of people and
situations. Imagine her sitting scribbling away on huge sheets of stiff crested paper, sometimes in the train,
sometimes at her table in a briefly-snatched minute before going down to dinner or ball, sometimes in tents, often
in bed. Sometimes cold, more often too hot (”no-one knows what heat means till they come to India”), for there
was no air-conditioning in those days. Enthusiastic, sympathetic, eager, amused—never discouraged. “I am afraid
my letters are so bald,” she says.
It has taken over forty years to discover how mistaken that judgment has proved to be. …
1906
33.68 Excerpts from Our Home\fn{by Homvati Devi (1906-1951)} Meerut, Meerut Disterict, Uttar Pradesh, India (F)
3
… When Uma shed all her obligations and, carrying the weight of her sorrow and widowhood, returned to her
natal home, she realized that there was nothing for her there. She had been brought up amid great luxury and
wealth. The riches were still there in abundance, but for her there was nothing except disdain. All the affection,
respect, and her right to anything had gone up in smoke on the pyre of her mother and father. She had no brother.
She had been an only child and now her ill fortune had brought her to the doorstep of her uncle’s son for succor.
She had never imagined that every morsel of food she received in this house would increase her exploitation and
humiliation. She would have preferred to toil as a laborer or be a teacher to little children to feed herself and her
ill-starred child. She was constrained to stay alive only because she felt bound to him like one does to a curse.
He too was neither old enough to understand all nor so young as to sense nothing. He was in his seventh year.
He set himself up to compete with his uncle’s children in everything. I’ll sit in the car, I’ll go for a drive, I will
also drink milk, why was I not given an orange? These shoes are old, I want a new pair, I also want new clothes
… his demands constantly vexed Uma. She would think of ways to keep him quiet. Should she strangle him and
then kill herself? Thinking in this vein, her extreme sensitivity and distress would drive her into some corner, and
casting aside the work at hand, she would shed tears to lighten the burden of her heart.
She had chosen to live with her in-laws, her marital home. But whom could she stay with? Her husband’s
brothers had already begun to wrangle for the few thousands due from the insurance and the company had
deferred payment until the dispute was settled, even though the true heir was her seven-year-old Neelam. All this
had put Uma in a real quandary. She had seen the same thing happen once before. She had been disinherited from
her father’s immense wealth even though she was the only child. Arguing the case of joint families and joint
ownership, her cousin had appropriated all the money, and she was now reduced to dependence on him for her
survival.
She felt diffident about finding a job. What would she introduce herself as? Besides, she was young and
extremely beautiful. Destiny had led to her birth in a wealthy family and its caprice had also carried her to an
ordinary life. And today even that was threatened. She had forgotten herself and everything in the love and
contentment her husband had given her, but now all her wounds were raw and she was ashamed to expose them,
but they were also too painful to cover.
And suddenly, as if to get away from herself, she slapped Neelam and said threateningly:
“Go and get your book, and let me hear the lesson I taught you yesterday.”
And she cursed him silently:
“I wish he were dead; then I would be free. I should have put him on the pyre with his father and not had any
bonds.” And large tears fell from her lovely eyes. She quickly wiped her face and began preparing the vegetables.
From the background the maidservant who was kneading the dough said:
“Don’t push him so, Bibi! Times change. If he lives, your good days will come again. He is a child after all. If
he picked two flowers from the garden along with the other children, what does it matter? And these are people of
status … what can one say if their children are like this … they immediately came and told on him …”
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“See!”
Uma was not in the least comforted by the servant’s sympathy. Her heart was in fact cut to the quick. People of
status … their children … and this servant … and she … and Neelam.
Oh!
She got up instantly and went to the terrace, where sitting under the hot sun Neelam was trying to memorize
yesterday’s lesson.
*
“When Seth Kanhaiyalal died, Asharfi Bibi must at the most have been around thirty, but from that day she
gave up wearing saris with an edging and had only one meal a day for a year and that too without salt.”
Saying this, Uma’s sister-in-law, who had been a child widow and was now over forty, peeled two litchies and
popped them into her mouth.
Uma stopped stitching and looked at her sister-in-law, her eyes moving from head to toe and pausing on the
green broad-bordered sari and the blue printed blouse. In that very instant she also thought of her zamindar
cousin, himself a widower, who had given this lady, his second wife, the right to say anything she pleased to
anybody. Then she decided: the next morning she would tear off the borders of all her saris and stitch the edges
on the sewing machine. That evening she did not eat her usual meal and nobody bothered to find out why.
On the next day Neelam’s school moved into a morning shift. As on all other days, Uma got up very early and
served breakfast and milk to the children and put some milk out for Neelam also. She thought:
“He’s a child. How will he remain hungry until noon?”
Neelam arranged his school bag. The milk was kept on the low table on which the other children were also
eating when a crow came and knocked over the poor child’s milk. The children began yelling. The mistress of the
house drew her brows together and said:
“Of course, you want enough milk to drink and to spill. Where will it all come from? We’ve got cows and
buffaloes in the house, but does that mean that milk can be thrown about like water?”
Uma and Neelam stood rooted to the spot like criminals in the dock. Neither could the mother find the courage
to serve fresh milk, nor the child to ask. He merely said:
“I won’t drink any milk, Amma.”
And tucking his bag under his arm he went out.
That night it rained heavily and it did not stop until the morning. All the children got ready and sat in the car.
Neelam also went and stood there with his bag. Just then the zamindar Babu’s elder son spat out:
“There is no place in the car. You can walk.”
“I’ll get wet, Bhaiya,” said Neelam.
But as he walked toward the car, it started off.
Neelam walked slowly in the rain.
When he returned at noon, he had a high fever. His clothes and books were soaked. When Uma asked how it
had happened, he burst into tears.
“Amma, let us not live here anymore. Let’s go home to Father.”
Uma’s heart broke when she heard this. Home—there is no home. Father—he will not come back now. Where
should I take you? You study hard and grow up fast; only then will we have our own home. And she was lost in
painting a vision of the future. Neelam, his wife, his children, servants, cows, milk, curd, and—our home. All this
began unfolding like a series of moving pictures in her imagination. It touched her pain. Some strand of hope for
the morrow transported her to another world. It was as if she were not the young woman of twenty-two but a fiftyyear-old mistress of a prosperous household. And she was bathed in the glow of love and contentment—when
Neelam said:
“Amma, I’m cold.”
Uma’s reverie was broken.
Back to the real world.
She dried his body, changed his clothes, and laid him on the bed. She put her head on the plank but then stood
up alert as she heard the sound of Zamindar Babu’s wooden clogs. She still had not arranged the plates, the
chutney had not been ground, nor the curd seasoned. Her heart sank with fear and nervousness. Neelam said:
“Amma, get me an umbrella. I will not sit in their car.”
She said, “Yes,” and went toward the kitchen.
*
Uma gave her silver collyrium bottle and mirror to the Munshiji and said:
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“Don’t let anybody know, Munshiji. Sell these and get an umbrella, one pair of shoes, and material for a few
shirts and pajamas, and put it all in this room and I’ll take it from there.”
Weighing both things in his hands, Munshiji said:
“Let’s see what price these will fetch.”
Uma calculated mentally. These things were twenty tolas and her mother had bought them to give in her
wedding. One should get at least twenty rupees. The rate of silver is very high, I’ve heard. She then said to the
Munshi:
“About how much will the umbrella cost, Munshiji? If not a pair of shoes, then at least sandals.”
The Munshi replied gravely:
“Everything is selling at four times the price, Bibi. I’m not going to make any profit out of this.”
And then Uma said no more and came back into the house crestfallen, looking like a creeper shriveled in the
frost. Her sister-in-law asked sarcastically:
“What did you go out for?”
“I wanted an umbrella for Neelam. His shoes are also in bad shape,” Uma replied and began culling the greens.
“Hmmm,” said Harnandi after casting a sharp look at her sister-in-law, but she was not satisfied yet. She was
not used to being cut short in conversation. She said:
“‘He’ has been saying that Neelam is quite old now. Why must he sleep in the women’s rooms? He should
sleep outside; the other children also sleep there.”
Uma felt she was plunging from the sky.
“Neelam has only turned seven. He’s too young to sleep outside. He’s younger than all the other boys of the
house. He’s never slept away from me.”
But what could she say? She bowed her head and listened in silence. The mistress of the house felt that her
statement had not been taken due notice of. Nobody in the house dared to remain silent when thus spoken to. And
so releasing a sharp, fearful arrow, she returned to her room. Uma sat there calmly, busy cutting vegetables.
That evening Uma’s sorrow and amazement knew no bounds when she saw that the servant had come to take
away Neelam’s bedding. Gathering her courage together, Uma asked:
“Who asked you, Kalicharan, to take Neelam’s bedding?”
“The master,” was the answer.
And Uma was left wringing her hands helplessly. What more could she do? But that night neither she nor
Neelam slept much. In the morning he buried his face in his mother’s breast and cried:
“Amma, I don’t like it here. Let’s go.”
And he ran such a high fever that he was unconscious the whole day. It was then decided that he should be
examined by the doctor the next day. The doctor diagnosed typhoid. He should be kept apart from the others. This
is a highly contagious disease.
The hours turned to days and the days to weeks and two months passed, but Neelam’s fever did not break. It
would go down briefly only to shoot up four times higher. He was now just a bag of bones. His eyes receded deep
into their sockets and his limbs were thin and wasted. He would neither hear nor speak. If at all he spoke, it was in
a delirium. Everybody would watch and make hopeless gestures before going away. Doctors would arrive and
heave a sigh of futility, glance toward Uma, and leave. Uma herself, half-dead, sat like a statue of stone, thinking
about God alone knows what. She neither ate nor drank—it was as if she were the very figure of compassion and
pity.
*
“Neelu—speak little one—it’s been more than two months since I heard your voice. Neelam, open your eyes
once, my dearest. Where are you preparing to go, my son? Don’t go alone, Neelu! I can’t manage without you,
and you can’t without me.”
Saying this, Uma banged her head against the bedpost. The world grew dark before her eyes. Her tears had
gone dry and they would not flow, or else she could have wept away some of her suffering.
It was the height of noon. There was a furnace burning in the mother’s heart. She had been weeping for a long
time. The head of the house entered quietly. Every sentence that Uma uttered today had pierced his heart. He felt
there was no penance for this, felt as if he was the reason behind this young woman’s ruin. He had reduced her to
the existence of a beggar on the streets. Her golden frame was turning to mud. He remembered the day when he as
a brother had seated her in the bridal palanquin all decked out in her finery. Her parents had brought her up with
such tender care and affection. Now the zamindar Babu felt that Uma’s parents had returned and were staring at
him accusingly like avenging ghosts. His heart sank.
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Uma raised her head and looked at Neelam again.
Babu gathered courage and took two steps until he was right behind Uma and said:
“You have won the case, Uma. There has been a telegram. You will get the money soon.”
But Uma did not understand. She stirred restlessly and put her head on the feet of her cousin brother and said,
“Save Neelam, Bhaiya. He’s slipping away from me quietly. He doesn’t even open his eyes now. His spirit wants
to be released. He does not like to be bound. Find me a corner that Neelam can call his home, where he is not
humiliated, where nobody can separate us. And if he is to die, then at least he can die in peace.”
There was a stream of tears flowing from Uma’s eyes as she said this. She felt that after ages she had found a
slender support. Somebody was at least listening to her. Her bonds were loosening a little. Somehow a few words
found their way out. Her cousin helped her up.
“Stop now, Uma. Whatever you wish will be done. Neelu will be well. I’ll call another doctor immediately.”
He went out. The stone melted under the sharp heat of the fire of compassion. Uma wiped her tears and stroked
Neelam’s head. She then folded her hands in thanksgiving to some unknown force. Neelam turned his eyes toward
her and in a very feeble voice, said:
“Amma—water.”
The sound was like nectar to Uma’s ears—it was as if the moon had suddenly dropped in her palm from the
skies. She put a spoonful of water in the child’s mouth and said:
“Get well soon, Bhaiya. Then we’ll go home.” …
66.104 & 69.8 1. The Mass Leader 2. The Flood: Two Short Stories\fn{by Satinath Bhaduri aka Chitra Gupta (1906Purnia, Purnia District, Bihar State, India (M) 21\fn{ In what follows, it is perhaps of some importance to realize that
the Bihar State of 1947 included what is now Jharkhand State—or a Bihar nearly twice its present size.:H }

1965)}

1
The border between the zone under Gopalpur police station in Purnea district of Bihar and that under Sripur is
demarcated by the river Nagar. Rushing down from the mountains, Nagar however calms down here and does not
behave erratically. So, the wooden bridge on it can still stand tottering, pretending to be sternly indifferent to the
overflowing love of the waters of Nagar.
In the past, this bridge was used for the transportation of troops from north Bengal to north Bihar. The roads
leading to it from either side of the bridge are still there, but they no longer look as conspicuous as they used to in
the past. However, for the last few years, the weekly market of Aruakhowa in Gopalpur has become the center of
a thriving business—thanks to the smuggling of contraband goods between Bengal and Bihar during the war, and
now in the post-war situation. The Aruakhowa market is on the west of the bridge. Bordering this market, there
runs another road which starts from Maldah in the south, moves through Purnea, and reaches Siliguri up in the
north via Jalpaiguri. Hundreds of bullock-carts from different directions, carrying goods from Maldah, Dinajpur
and Jalpaiguri, converge before this bridge. Last year, on the eve of Bak’r Eid,\fn{A note reads: Observed by Muslims to
commemorate Ibrahim’s offer to sacrifice his son to please God. In pre-Independence Bengal, particularly during Hindu-Muslim
communal tensions, the occasion which was marked by the sacrifice of goats or cows, often led to riots between members of the two
communities. On the eve of the ritual therefore, the local administrators used to visit communally sensitive areas in order to maintain
peace.} when the SDO (Sub-Divisional Officer) came driving down this road to collect from the leaseholders

bonds for peaceful behavior during the occasion, his car got stuck in the middle. Since then, the potholes on the
road have been filled up.
Aruakhowa’s only link with the outside world is Sudhani station, some sixteen miles away. From Aruakhowa
market—which is the headquarters of the smugglers—cows, bullocks, sugar and clarified butter are sent across
the bridge to Bengal. Rice and paddy are smuggled from Bengal. The population is a mix of Hindus and Muslims.
The majority of the Hindus are Rajbangshi\fn{A note reads: A caste, of non-Aryan tribal origins, inhabiting northern Bengal and
bordering areas of Bihar.} Last year, various rumors about incidents in Calcutta, Noakhali and Bihar\fn{ The reference is
to the large-scale Hindu-Muslim riots that broke out in August 1946 in Calcutta, and spread to other parts—notably Noakhali in east
Bengal, (where Hindus were killed), and parts of Bihar (where Muslims were the victims).} did indeed affect their minds. But the

fissured minds very soon healed up. Compulsions of quotidian existence, and search for means of livelihood,
somehow managed to keep life going.
But all of a sudden, cracks began to develop with the reopening of that old fissure.
*
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Johurmal is the munim or agent of Dokania, the owner of a warehouse at Sudhani. One Saturday night, he was
going from Sudhani to the weekly market at Aruakhowa in a bullock-cart, carrying bags full of sugar, carefully
hidden under tarpaulin sheets. If one takes the cart after dinner in the night, one reaches Aruakhowa the next
morning. Johurmal took a last puff at the dying biri, and gave it to the cart-driver. Bilot, the driver felt pleased,
and said:
“Munim-ji,\fn{Honored agent.} spread your towel and go to sleep. You don’t have to wake till you reach
Aruakhowa. The bullock cart moves at a speed of about two miles per hour. It’s a long distance. And then again,
it’s night. So I’ll keep another hour extra. You’ll reach Aruakhowa early in the morning, and can get up and brush
your teeth there.”
Munim-ji is feeling quite pleased with himself today. Wherever he goes, everyone wants to know from him
news of the political situation in the country. People he meets on the road—even the head-teacher of the Kansi
Lower Primary School—ask him for news. No wonder! For one thing, he is an educated munim working for a
large warehouse. And then, his employer Dokania-ji has an electric machine in his house through which you can
hear news from outside! You can hear even the Governor-General talking to Dokania-ji through that machine.
Important people send him messages through it. To please him, so many women sing songs! It is natural therefore
that the local people would attach importance to Munim-ji’s words. He now turned to the cart-driver and said:
“Look here! If anyone on your way stops you, and asks you what you are carrying, say that they are potatoes.
Are you sure you’ve kept the sack of potatoes in the front?”
“Yes, sir!”
“Let me sleep in the back, on the sugar bags. If only these bags could be put in the front, I could have slept in
some comfort, with less jerks. But can’t be helped.”
“Yes, sir!”
“When you reach Mirpur, be a bit careful. That secretary of the village advisory committee there is a
scoundrel. Everyone in the world can become a secretary nowadays! If anyone there challenges you, wake me up.
When you pass through that village, sing at the top of your voice. Otherwise, if you are silent, they’ll immediately
become suspicious, and I’ll be forced to shell out some money without rhyme or reason! In the other villages, you
can get away by paying the secretaries ten rupees or so on an average. But to buy off this fellow at Mirpur you
have to pay at least fifty rupees. Be careful therefore!”
“You don’t have to warn me, sir! You can go to sleep without any worry. I’ll drive very carefully, avoiding pits
and pot-holes.”
But Munim-ji cannot sleep a wink. He is today carrying a piece of news that will shake up all the people in the
market. No one in this entire area has heard of such an earth-shaking event for years … but no! These ants
crawling all over the sugar bags won’t let him sleep! Bilot, the idiot, hadn’t even bothered to shake out the bags
before loading them! That reminded him—and he shouted out:
“Hey, Bilot, are you dozing?”
“No sir! The eyes were about to droop a bit only.”
Munim-ji knows that this is Bilot’s ruse for asking him, in a hesitant tone, for a biri to keep him awake. Poor
chap! What else can he do? He’ll have to drive the whole night. Hope Bilot again doesn’t go around telling
everyone about the news that he had heard vaguely …
Munim-ji became alert. Offering Bilot the biris and the matchbox, he reminded him:
“And don’t you ever tell anyone about what you heard today at Sudhani.”
But Bilot till now had not cared much for the news. Now that Munim-ji has told him about it, he wracks his
brains to remember it. He hastened to reassure Munim-ji:
“Oh no, sir! You don’t have to tell me that. I’ve been your servant all these years. Have you ever heard me
leaking out any news? We’re poor people. What do we have to do with big news?”
Self-satisfied with his expression of loyalty to Munim-ji, Bilot took the biris and the matchbox. He then began.
to twist the tail of the bullock on the left, abusing him in affectionate terms.
*
The bullock-cart reached the shop of Musahar Shao at Aruakhowa around ten in the morning. Shao greeted
Munim-ji:
“Ram! Ram!” Munim-ji responded:\fn{Ram, or Rama, is the central character of the Ramayana, one of the two great Hindu
epic poems central to Hinduism, and is worshiped throughout India as the seventh incarnation of Vishynu, who (it is said) came to earth to
kill the demon king Ravana. These legends are all connected with the kingdom of Kosala, regarded during the lifetime of Gautama Buddha
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(c.563-483BC; he was born in its northern part and lived in its capital during the rainy season for the last 25 years of his life) as perhaps the
dominant empire of four empires then ruling northern India.}

“Jai Gopal! Jai Gopal!”
As soon as the cart stopped, Musahar Shao and his son brought down the sugar bags from it, and carried them
inside the compound of their house—before any outsider could come to know about them. Musahar then
expressed his disappointment:
“Why only four sacks?” Munim-ji shot back:
“You don’t have the slightest idea about how we have to manage things in the world outside! There was no end
of trouble even with those four sacks. The times are bad. I had to hide these bags inside some other sacks which
carried trade-marks of a factory, and then cover them up with heaps of other sacks, and finally somehow managed
to bring them here.”
Shao-ji now brought down the sack of potatoes—which was put up as a shield in the front of Munim-ji’s cart to
hide the sugar-bags. He dumped it carelessly in front of his shop, and turned to Munim-ji:
“Now, tell us the news.”
Munim-ji put on a grave appearance. Instead of replying he asked for a danton\fn{Fibrous twig used as a tooth
brush.} to brush his teeth. Shao-ji understood. He was now sure that Munim-ji must be carrying some explosive
information. Meanwhile, people started arriving. Most of them were petty shopkeepers; some were from distant
villages, who had come to the weekly market to sell rice. They greeted Munim-ji with the words:
“Ram! Ram!” Munim-ji acknowledged all the greetings by merely nodding his head, and concentrated instead
on brushing his teeth with intense care. Watching him, one would have thought that he had given up on the future
of this mundane world! Everyone awaited, bursting with curiosity. When will he finish washing his mouth? When
will they have the fortune to listen to his words?
Munim-ji finally finished washing, and wiped his face with the towel. But then, who knows? He may now ask
for oil, and start preparing for his bath …
Had it been the usual occasion, Shao-ji himself would have suggested to him to get ready for the bath. But
today, he also wanted to listen to the important news, and so he purposely refrained from offering any suggestion.
Munim-ji meanwhile gave some money to the cart-driver Bilot, and asked him to get curds and chira,\fn{Flattened
rice.} adding the words:
“Get some good treacle also. What else to do? You can’t even get a pinch of sugar ever since these Congressmen have formed the ministry!”\fn{A reference to the formation of the Congress ministry in Bihar after the 1946 elections .}
Munim-ji then put back the rest of the money in the fold of the cloth tied to his waist, and without lifting up his
eyes to look at the gathering, said in a matter-of-fact way:
“Well. So Dinajpur is becoming a part of Pakistan!”
His tone suggested as if the transfer of districts to Pakistan was an everyday affair, and the news therefore was
commonplace. He now looked straight at the people gathered in front of him. His posture expressed his selfconfidence, and he looked like a world-famous national leader about to address a press conference.
Hearing the news, the people were dumb-struck for a moment. Darpan Singh, the Rajbangshi from Sripur in
Dinajpur, was totally at a loss. The others waited with bated breath—not knowing what was to happen to their
districts. Perhaps Munim-ji will now start talking about the fate of their villages, one by one. Shao-ji’s face had
become white with fear—what will happen to his shop, his wife, children and family? Plucking up courage, he
asked:
“And what about our Aruakhowa?”
“But Aruakhowa is in Purnea district, in Hindusthan! This is not Bengal. It is Bihar. Who dares to stick his
nose in our affairs?”
The shop-keepers of the market now heaved a sigh of relief. But Munim-ji is not in the habit of disclosing all
the news at one go. He releases information slowly, squeezing it out bit by bit. All these people are now looking
up at him, wide-eyed in suspense. To them, his words are as important as a radio broadcast by the GovernorGeneral. He likes to indulge in this illusion of self-importance, and wants to stretch these happy moments as long
as possible.
In the gathering, there were many traders who had come from far-away villages—who usually are the first to
arrive at the market once a week with their carts loaded with rice. One of them, Occhimoddi, asked now:
“Sir, what is going to happen to Mirpur?”
“In which district is Mirpur?” In a voice choked with fear, Occhimoddi said:
“In the Harishchandrapur police station zone, sir.” Shao-ji now intervened, saying:
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“It’s in the Maldah district.” Munim-ji said authoritatively:
“Maldah has been added to Pakistan.”
At this news, Occhimoddi looked so gratified and felt so grateful to Allah for his mercy on him, that he hardly
found any word to express his happiness!
It was now the turn of Poragonsai of Bajargaon, who made his way through the crowd to come forward. He is
the head priest of the Rajabanshis, and has a large clientele in this area. Shao-ji got up to offer him a seat. But
without paying any heed, he moved up to Munim-ji and threw the questions:
“And what about Bajargaon? Titoliya police station? Jalpaiguri district?” Munim-ji assured him:
“Baba-ji, you don’t have to worry about Jalpaiguri district. Thanks to the blessings of Ram-ji, it has been
allotted to Hindusthan.”
“Of course it’ll be! We’ve been living in Bajargaon; for generations, since the time of our ancestors. It’s ruled
by Jalpeshwar, it’s the kingdom of Mahakal!\fn{Jalpeshwar is the presiding deity of Jalpaiguri in north Bengal, symbolized by a
Shiva-linga which is worshipped in the famous Jalpeshwar temple there. Mahakal is another name of Shiva .} Is it that easy to make it
a part of Pakistan? The Governor-General knows all and has made the right decision. Glory be to Narayana!”
While joining his palms in praise of Narayana, Poragonsai gave a withering look at Occhimoddi. Till now, the
people all around him, driven by their own queries and anxieties, had forgotten Ochhimoddi’s presence. Now they
all turn their attention to him. Poor Ochhimoddi! He shrivels up. Except Kasem, everyone seems to be blaming
him, as if he is a criminal! He now feels certain that it was that Pattanidar\fn{Tenure-holder.} Asgar Ali of his
village, who must have surely made all efforts to get his village incorporated in Pakistan!
Ochhimoddi’s only fault was that he expressed happiness at that news. But now he realizes that he is
unwelcome in this gathering for that reason. So he takes Kasem by his hands, and leaves. Once he reaches their
bullock-cart, parked at a distance, Ochhimoddi stops, and his face breaks out into a broad grin. He announces:
“That Asgar Ali the Pattanidar is a great guy! He’s kept his word! Come on, hurry up! Let’s finish selling the
paddy—no matter what little we get. We’ll have to reach home first to express our thanks to the Pattanidar.”
But Kasem said:
“Let’s go back home right now. I’m feeling scared—with all these hostile people around in the market today!”
“But then unless you sell the paddy, how can you buy the medicines, you fool? On your way to the market, you
spent your money, bribing the police at the two district borders by paying them two rupees for every maund \fn{A
measure of weight equivalent at this time to about 30 kilograms .} of paddy. If you now take back the stock of unsold paddy,
you’ll have to pay the same amount to the police on your way back. Why don’t you think of earning some money?
Why are you so scared? Remember—our Haaji Sahib is the Ijaradar\fn{One who takes land, or property, on lease and
operates on it for a fixed period.} of this market here. If they dare to make any trouble, he’ll finish them off with the
help of his musclemen!”
So, summoning up all his courage, Kasem goes to the office of Haaji Sahib, the Ijaradar. After all, he is a
Muslim! This thought reassures him. He wouldn’t have had this courage in the past. But after the happenings in
Bihar last year, he found that Muslims didn’t fear to approach other Muslims, whatever their class differences
might be.
Kasem finds that there are a lot of others also waiting in Haaji Sahib’s office. They are all in a belligerent
mood, threatening the Ijaradar. Haaji Sahib is trying to pacify them. He advises those coming from far-away
places to return home immediately. First he warns them:
“You are surrounded by Hindu houses. Take all precautions. Keep vigilance all through the night in shifts.”
Then he reassures them:
“It’s not all that simple to transfer Kishangunje sub-division to Hindusthan! I’ll see to it. I haven’t yet received
the exact report. But why do you have to believe the words of that munim?”
At these last words of his, both Kasem and Ochhimoddi pricked up their ears. They were quick to protest. But
the others glared at them. So they didn’t proceed further, and instead requested Haaji Sahib to immediately buy
their stock of paddy—at whatever price he wanted. The Ijaradar did not need the paddy. But, after all, these
people were from his own religious community! So Haaji Sahib ordered his employee to buy their stock, with the
instruction:
“Masum, make sure about settling the rate.”
Masum, being an old hand, knew exactly what his boss was suggesting!
Haaji Sahib continued to work on the people, trying to convince them:
“Look here folks! Even the Governor-General can change his mind—if the right pressure is brought upon him.
I’ll go to the district headquarters this very evening. The other day, the leader from the headquarters came,
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collected twenty five rupees as subscription for the Pakistan district conference, and gave us a lot of assurance.
The moment he leaves, they say that this district will be transferred to Hindusthan! It can’t be true. But since you
people won’t believe me, I’ll have to go to the headquarters—although it would be a waste of money!”
Meanwhile, in the weekly market at Aruakhowa business has come down to a slump. The news brought by
Munim-ji has spread like wild fire all over the market. People from all corners collect at Shao-ji’s shop. Everyone
wants to hear the report straight from Munim-ji’s mouth. They pester him with a thousand questions. The Hindu
traders from Dinajpur and Maldah gather together and come to him seeking his advice. Munim-ji asks Shao-ji to
clear the place of outsiders to make sure that no Muslims are there. He has a long discussion in private with the
Hindus of Maldah and Dinajpur. At this moment of distress, they find consolation in Munim-ji’s spontaneous
sympathy for them. They agree that it is no longer safe for them to remain in Pakistan. They will have to remove
their families from their homes. They do not want to wait any longer and are keen on going back even before the
market opens fully. Munim-ji in a voice full of sympathy, advices them not to waste a moment longer, but return
home soon. At their importunate entreaties, Munim-ji agrees to buy their entire stock of rice—at the rate of sixteen
rupees per maund. Last week, the rate was nineteen rupees in the Aruakhowa market. Yesterday, it was twenty
two rupees in the market at Sudhani!
A little later, the Ijaradar’s sentry arrived with a message from him requesting Munim-ji to see him. The
moment Munim-ji reached his office, Haaji Sahib took him inside a separate room. After discussing the radio
news, the ljaradar said in a resigned voice:
“My days in this market are about to be over. But then, there’s no use complaining. Whatever happens will
have to be accepted. But in the meantime, we have to continue working. Let’s come down to business. How many
bags of sugar have you brought today?”
“Four bags, out of which one has to be given to Shao-ji. You’ll get three. But this time, it’s seventy rupees a
maund”
“That’s absurd! Till now it was sixty rupees. How can you suddenly hitch it up to seventy? But forget it! Give
half-a-bag to Shao-ji, and three-and-a-half to me. And that reminds me—the sugar that you gave me last time was
all wet and mushy.”
“Shao-ji is asking for only one bag. And here are you demanding an entire country—Pakistan! No, I’m sorry.
I’ll have to give him a full bag. I can’t go back on my word. Besides, how could the sugar be wet? I covered it
with tarpaulin sheets. And then again, with every delivery of my goods aren’t you getting two jute sacks free? Do
you expect me to pay for them from my pocket? And, do you want me to believe all that crap of yours about the
sugar being wet? But more important—Maldah and Dinajpur are now becoming a part of Pakistan. There’ll be a
lot of festivities there now. And then again, your people are going to buy sugar from now on for the coming Eid
festival. You can easily sell it at two-and-a-half rupees per seer.\fn{A measure of weight used in the India of a few decades
ago, equivalent approximately to a kilogram.}
Haaji Sahib’s argumentative powers lose their way in the face of this rush of words from Munim-ji’s mouth.
Unable to gather his wits, he feebly protests:
“Come on, Munim-ji! What are you saying? Do Muslims have all that money to buy the stuff?”
“All right! Give me two rupees less. But then, you’ll have to do me another favor. Please arrange a few
bullock-carts for me. I need them to take back the entire stock of rice I’ve bought here, to the Sudhani warehouse.
There’s no place here where I can keep them. In this rainy season they can’t be left lying in the open. I’m sure you
have some cart-drivers to spare.”
“Don’t bother! It’ll be taken care of. But I hope it’s all right for you if you have to leave before dawn?”
At this moment, Masum comes and gives them the latest news. The people in the market have worked
themselves up to a frenzy. They are marching towards the office of the leaseholder, and are about to enter the
office grounds. They are demanding the release of Munim-ji! They suspect that Haaji Sahib has abducted him and
won’t release him alive!
There is a loud commotion outside. Haaji Sahib’s face turns pale in fear, and he asks in panic:
“Have they gone mad?”
The two of them come out from the room. At the sight of the Ijaradar, the local shopkeepers among the crowd
retreat. Haaji Sahib after all is their landlord! So they push forward the traders who have come from outside.
Munim-ji pacifies the angry crowd. He lowers his voice, and tells those heading the crowd:
“He won’t dare to do any harm to me. But then, why haven’t you people gone back home? The times are bad.
The less you are away from your homes the better. I’m sure you understand. What more can I say? Consult the
headmen of your villages, and do whatever is best. The only problem is with the women and children. Take care
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of them. Even we in Sudhani, haven’t had the courage to leave our women there. We’ve all sent them off to
Rajasthan this month. But don’t always trust these broadcasting machines. They may be announcing one name of
a place, mistaking it for another. Had the Governor-General by any chance let fall the name of our Purnea as a
part of Pakistan, everything would have been in doldrums. So, it’s better to take precautions in advance.”
At these words, the narrow eyes of the Rajabangshis widened in fear. The womenfolk started weeping and
wailing. Shouts and cries rendered the marketplace:
“There’s no time!”
“Let’s leave!”
“Forget buying salt now!”
“Oh little one, where have you gone? Come fast!”
“Get up, you lazybones! What’s there to think about?”
“You don’t have to pay me today; just weigh the amount and keep it with you!”
“Munim-ji, I’m leaving this money in your care. I don’t feel confident enough to carry it with me!”
The panic that gripped the people would have weakened the nerves of even a strong man. The marketplace fell
silent soon after this brief flurry of unusual activities.
*
From the very next day, the picture begins to change at Aruakhowa. Earlier the market was held there once a
week. Now it becomes the scene of daily misery, with hundreds of terrified men and women fleeing their homes
and converging here to seek refuge. Carts after carts cross the bridge and arrive here from the direction of Sripur
in Dinajpur. Men, women, children, cows and goats come trudging in hordes. One can find even a small child
carrying pots and pans on his head. A man ailing from malaria, all skin and bones, moves slowly panting for
breath—with a cat in his hands. An asthmatic old woman walks coughing—as if about to breathe her last while
escaping from Pakistan!
The world of these people till now was a small one. Today, they are spreading out. After resting for a while in
this marketplace, some among them will move on—like a pack of hounded deer without any clear direction. On
the way, they shouldn’t face any problem of food. The palm fruits are about to ripen. The others will stay back
here, hoping to get some work in the fields.
All these years, neither the district board of Purnea, nor that of Dinajpur, had been willing to bear the cost of
maintaining the bridge over the river Nagar. But during the last few days, the tottering bridge has been suffering a
lot of pressure—what with the daily traffic of people. At both ends of the bridge camps have been set up—one at
Aruakhowa for Hindus coming from Sripur, and the other at the opposite end for Muslims arriving from the
Purnea villages. Munim-ji has built a camp at Aruakhowa with the help of a Calcutta-based relief society, for the
convenience of the refugees. He has also arranged the services of a medical doctor through his contacts with the
Local Board. Everything is being done under Munim-ji’s supervision.
People come to Munim-ji's camp to narrate their woes. He consoles some of them, advises some to take the
name of Ram-ji, and asks others to remain patient. To some, he even complains about the weak-kneed policies of
the Congress government, He then counts the refugees, and asks them:
“How many of you are there? Five? And a child?”
He then makes out slips for the distribution of chira and curds from the relief committee stocks, hands them
the slips and asks them:
“Go to that camp where you see the flag, Get the slips signed there, and then go to Shao-ji’s shop, and once
you show him the slips, everything will be all right.”
At this, the refugees are overwhelmed with feelings of gratitude, Could they have expected anyone even
talking to them in gentle words in this hour of their distress?
At the other and of the bridge, the Muslim League’s green flag with the crescent moon-and-star crest, has been
fixed on its railings. At this end of the bridge, the Congress tricolor is fluttering. A group of people at the other
end are shouting:
“We have won our Pakistan! Hindusthan is divided,” Another group at this end of the bridge shout back:
“Vande Mataram! Jai Hind!”
It does not take long to whip up a frenzy of excitement and bitterness. It seems that anything can happen any
moment. A rumor starts circulating on this side: at their end they are planning to set fire to the bridge, so that our
people from their side can’t cross over here with their goods. Immediately, the people on this side begin roaring:
“Then we won’t allow cows and bullocks from our side to be taken to their part. We’ll be the first to set fire to
the bridge!” Munim-ji pacifies the crowd on this side, while Haaji Sahib the ljaradar tries to calm down the
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people on his side. Both offer a similar argument—if the bridge is burnt down, what will happen to your weekly
market? Munim-ji asks his people to cool down:
“Just wait for a couple of days. Let’s see what happens. It’s not as if Mahatma-ji is sitting idle. He has made
the Governor-General set up a Commission. And the Governor-General is not one of those riffraff. He is an
aristocrat. He comes from the royal family!”\fn{ References to Ghandi and Lord Mountbatten, respectively.}
Immediately the world spreads. Wherever you go, the only word you hear is 'commission'!
Chualal Rajbangshi of Sripur is known to be an intelligent fellow. Since Munim-ji would not disclose all the
news, the people put him in a rice-cart and sent him off to Sudhani station to find out the truth about the
“commission.” Chualal is a brave lad. He straightaway met the points-man at the station and asked him about the
“commission.” The points-man confirmed the news, but said that a commission had indeed been set up to raise the
wages and allowances of railway employees. When they .heard all this, the people of Sripur could not make any
head or tail of it.
“Commission?” Israil, the old sentry of Haaji Sahib’s, thumped the ground with his stick and asserted: “A
commission is the percentage paid when purchasing jute from the storehouse. But no Muslim from now on will
pay any commission! Let’s see how Hindusthan can dare to take away Aruakhowa market from our hands!”
Darpan Singh’s old father slapped his thin thighs, and shouted.
“From now on, don’t pay any tax to the Muslim Ijaradar! We haven’t left our hearth and home, and come all
the way to Hindusthan just for the fun of it! We had to leave because we were told there that they won’t allow
Hindu women to live in dignity. And here again now, do we have to pay tax to a Muslim?” The old man was
going to say something more, but was dragged away by his wife who whispered to him.
“Why get into trouble with bad characters?”
But from that day onwards everyone stopped paying tax in the market. Munim-ji asks Shao-ji.
“Have you noticed that Haaji Sahib has stopped staying on this side of the border at night? Is he running the
camps on that side?”
“No. The Ijaradar is busy raising subscription from his people. He is collecting a lot of money, telling them
that it is needed to bribe the Commission that has been set up in Calcutta, so that the Gopalpur police station zone
can be included in Pakistan.”
Munim-ji’s eyes brighten up. Is it out of admiration for Haaji Sahib’s wits? Or, is it jealousy? Shao-ji then
suggests:
“But Munim-ji, we can also raise some money from our market—to save Gopalpur from being transferred to
Pakistan. Haaji Sahib, as you know, is a cunning chap. You never know! He may influence the Commission by
bribing it. But if you make a little effort, you can save us. You can protect Purnea district.”
It was exactly this proposition which Munim-ji was weighing in his mind all this time. But then, he would have
to be very careful so that his calculations did not go awry. The risk of inviting danger in the future has to be
weighed against the possibility of making immediate gain by raising subscription now. He can of course hit upon
a stratagem! He can collect the money now, and lie low. If the place is transferred to Pakistan, he can always
return the money to the people and tell them that it didn’t work because the Commission could not be bribed. And
if it is not transferred, he can keep the money and just tell the people that it was spent on bribing the Commission!
But then, why get into a hassle? Better to stick to whatever is easily available …
So he turns to Shao-ji.
“No, no, Shao-ji! I don’t want to get involved in all that trouble. For dealing with that, you have the Congress
government, there is Mahatma-ji, there is my boss. But to come to the immediate problem: the police on both the
ends of the bridge are stopping the movement of goods. What can we do about that? It’s the rainy season now and
the river is in spate. At any other time, we could have arranged the movement across its dry bed from some other
point.”
“Yes. I’ve been watching. For the last few days, the policemen in charge of checking the movement of rice and
paddy, have suddenly turned into paragons of virtue, children of Yudhisthira!”\fn{The eldest of the five Pandava brothers
in the epic Mahabharata had the reputation of being a stickler for honest behavior .} Can you imagine? They gave up today a net
gain of one hundred and fifty rupees—by refusing permission to cross over, to a hundred and fifty bullock carts
which were coming from Muzaffarpur in our Bihar and were on their way to Mymensingh in Bengal. I hear that
police officers at the check-post at the other end are also refusing to take bribes. If this goes on, Aruakhowa
market will have to wind up. It’s no wonder that Haaji Sahib is abandoning his old habit of staying overnight at
Aruakhowa!”
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“May be the police are scared of the sudden arrival of magistrates or senior officials. But I hope this is a
temporary problem and will blow over. Don’t panic. Why worry? After all, your shop is profiting from selling the
relief materials! You don’t have to worry right now. We are in business. We are sure to make some money by
whatever means!”
Although Shao-ji nods his head in agreement with this argument, his face shows that he is not quite reassured.
After all, he has to pay Munim-ji a commission of four annas per rupee over the profits that he makes by selling
the relief materials! How little is he left with after that?
Meanwhile, the refugees who have gathered here miss their homes. One after another, in different voices, they
woefully recount memories of the land they have left:
“By the time I left, the jute stalks had grown up to a man’s height.”
“That obstinate son-in-law of mine refused to come with us; I don’t know what will happen to my daughter.”
“I didn’t leave last time even when the entire village was almost wiped out by cholera.”
Darpan Singh consoles his father:
“Never mind the loss. After all, we’ve been able to save the honor of our women.” His father breaks down:
“But don’t you realize? That Erfan—my servant—will grab all the sixty bighas of my land!\fn{A bigha of land
was a measure equal to about 720 square feet.} Oh god, can this be your judgment?”
*
Haaji Sahib the Ijaradar, sits in his office in the morning, and watches the tricolor fluttering in the air. He feels
that it is spreading, as it were, the poison of despair, hatred and fear—all symbolized by those three colors. He
wishes he could rush over to the camp with the green flag on the other side of the bridge. Just a few yards away,
and yet how different it looks! That spot is his own, where he can find peace, happiness, pure bliss, and security
under the shadow of At Hilal.\fn{The crescent moon.} But he can’t afford to leave this place now. If he quits this
leasehold property of his out of fear of the Rajbangshis, he’ll never be able to recover taxes from this market in
the future. No one knows what will be the verdict of the Commission. It’s all God’s will …
Shao-ji’s mother pumps Darpan Singh’s wife for information:
“You people stayed back on the other side of the bridge a day after it became Pakistan, didn’t you? Did the air
get filled with the stench of roasted garlic? Did they offer you their food? Did they start misbehaving?”
She can hardly give a satisfactory reply to the flow of questions, and instead grumbles to herself:
“How beautiful was my pumpkin tree! I was loath to cut even a stalk or a stem from it. But I had to cut it down
with my fish-knife before leaving. Even the pair of bullocks were so scared at the sight that they turned their
heads away after one sniff at the stalk. I broke the oven into pieces before I left. Yet, how neat and sleek it was!
But then, what to do? I couldn’t allow Erfan’s aunt to use it … and who knows what sort of unclean stuff they
would have cooked on it! But the problem now is with the image of our deity, the Lord. I was worried about it.
The Lord is extremely merciful. We are poor and ignorant. So we worry ourselves to death thinking about him.
Let’s see what the priest advices us to do about the problem. But, O Lord! Where have you brought me—in the
midst of this polluted medley of disparate castes, where I can’t even properly offer my prayers and food to you?”
Darpan’s wife was about to raise her hands in prayer to her Lord, when unbeknownst to both of them someone
pulled her back. She found that Shao-ji’s wife, forgetting for a while her businesswoman’s calculating
temperament, was holding on to her hands with affection. Darpan’s wife could now no longer go back to her
prayers to her Lord, discarding this loving touch from a sympathetic human soul. She had known her only for the
last three days. This wife of a trader, from some village in far off Balliaa!\fn{ A district in eastern Uttar Pradesh bordering
Bihar.} But now, it was on the breast of this woman that Darpan’s wife pressed her head and broke into tears,
trying to lighten the burden of her woes.
*
The people here were initially overwhelmed by the suddenness of the events which forced them to hurriedly
plan their future strategy. But that lasted for a few days. They soon got used to the hazards. The excitement and
fear ebbed away. The bullock-cart fare and the price of food, which had doubled during the past few days, came
down and became normal again. The mania of “uprightness” that gripped the policemen in charge of checking the
smuggling of rice lasted for three days only, and then they were cured of it. Carts loaded with rice resumed their
journey from the other side, while thousands of cows and bullock again began to move from this side.
But in the midst of all these activities, the people are still curious about the verdict of the Commission. Meanwhile, Munim-ji is busy sending to Sudhani all the rice stocks that he had bought in the first flush of success.
Every day, carts packed with sacks of rice start for Sudhani. The cart-drivers make an exception in Munim-ji’s
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case and charge him less. They are so grateful to him that even if he would ask them to provide him transport
gratis,\fn{For free.} they would be prepared to do so and feel proud. But as Shao-ji explains:
“Munim-ji is an honest man. He is a true Hindu—and mind you, not one of those fish-eating Hindus of this
part! He comes from Rajputana—the land of the heroes, the land of kings and merchants. They never bent their
heads before Muslims. How can you expect such a man to use your carts without paying you? Such things can be
done only by that Muslim Ijaradar. Munim-ji will pay you the right amount.”
“Of course, we know that! But tell us, when is the Commission’s verdict coming out?”
“Who knows? May be, in a day or two. Munim-ji was telling me that the Muslims have again raised some
hitch.” Someone pleads with Shao-ji:
“Please sir, this time let me carry Munim-ji’s letter!” Another fellow interrupts him:
“But you took it day before yesterday, Shukdev. It’s my turn today.” Everyone shouts:
“Give it to me! Give it to me!” All the rice-cart drivers want to have the privilege of carrying the “letter” that
Munim-ji sends every day, along with the rice, to the Sudhani warehouse. They have been told that this important
daily “letter” of Munim-ji’s is being sent to the town to inquire about the deliberations of the Commission. One of
the cart-drivers, Sirilal, asks Shao-ji:
“At the Sudhani warehouse, there is that machine which brings messages from the Governor-General. Do the
employees there take down those messages in their ledger-book? The last time when I took Munim-ji’s letter to
them, they copied it down in that long ledger, and wrote their replies also after consulting that same ledger.”
“May be! That’s how perhaps those big warehouses run their business. Small fry like us hardly know anything
about them. As for me, thanks to Ram-ji and by serving you people, I somehow manage to feed my children.
Anyway, today Misrilal will take the letter. And Sirilal, for your information, Munim-ji himself will go to Sudhani
tomorrow. He can go in your cart. But can’t you put an awning over it? O.K. Don’t bother. I’ll arrange it.
Although the Ijaradar would be only too glad to offer him his canopied cart. But Munim-ji is not to be taken in by
his offer! He’s a man in his own right! He’s not willing to accept any favor from the Ijaradar. So, we need a
reliable cart-driver tomorrow. I’ll tell you why. Those who sold rice to Munim-ji also deposited in his safe custody
all the money they got from the sale. It’s the people’s money and it will have to be taken to the warehouse in
Sudhani. You can’t keep all that money here in this marketplace which is full of thieves and cheats. Let it be kept
in the warehouse. After this trouble is over, Munim-ji will return all this money to everyone—every single
pice!\fn{Or paisa, a coin which was worth one-fourth of an anna .} The Sudhani warehouse is not a den of cheats! It’s
owned by Dokania-ji! Even the Governor-General trusts him!”
Wherever one goes, one hears people praising Munim-ji, talking about his generosity. He is too busy working
day and night to even find time for his bath, or for lunch and dinner. His only aim is to provide some relief to the
refugees! He has for instance, promised to advance some money to Darpan Singh’s old father. The old man
wanted to punish his servant Erfan for having dared to announce that he would marry a Rajbangshi girl! Agreeing
with him on the need to punish Erfan, Munim-ji—even at great risk—has promised to buy all the sixty bighas of
land owned by the old man on the other side—only to deny Erfan the chance of occupying it. He has also
promised him some fifteen bighas of land from the property owned by the Sudhani warehouse on this side of the
border—but only after the Commission pronounces its verdict!
Government officials from both the sides in Bihar and Bengal are impressed with Munim-ji’s efficiency. The
Calcutta based relief society is full of praise for him. While all the Hindus of course feel grateful to him, the
Muslims cannot be said to be unhappy with him either!
One day, Munim-ji announces the news to all the shopkeepers at the Aruakhowa market:
“On August 15, Hindusthan will become independent.” They ask him:
“What about Pakistan?”
“Yes. Pakistan also will be granted independence on that day.” But the hundreds of people gathered there to
listen to him, want to ask him:'
“Can’t that be avoided at any cost?”
As if compelled to answer that unspoken question, Munim-ji adds: “Let them have it if they feel happy with
it!” On the spur of this moment of magnanimity towards Muslims, Munim-ji halts expressing his innermost
feeling—“Wait and see, they’ll soon pay the price for it!”
But the faces of the refugees from Dinajpur and Maldah are filled with fear and bewilderment. They ask in one
voice:
“What about the Commission? What is the verdict of the Commission?”
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“That will be announced in a day or two. But one thing is certain. This district of Purnea, which includes our
Aruakhowa, won’t be a part of Pakistan!”
At this declaration, those from Purnea district, especially the shop-keepers of Aruakhowa market, begin
shouting, “Victory to Gandhi-ji.” They throw their umbrellas, shoes, towels up in the sky. Jodu, the paan-seller
starts dancing in ecstasy, and scatters all his rolls of betel leaves for anyone to pick up!
*
Many among the refugees from Maldah and Dinajpur now repeat their old requests to Munim-ji to give them
some land in Purnea district. This part of Purnea is affected by outbreaks of malaria. There are very few local
people to cultivate, and still fewer have money to buy land. Acres of land are lying fallow.
Munim-ji listens to their requests, and starts calculating:
“Hundreds of temporary hands will be available. Besides, the amount of money that they’ll pay me as fees will
be enormous. Luckily, most of the land is legally shown under tenancy. Otherwise, in these days when the
government is planning to abolish zamindari, it would have been difficult to sub-let the land to them.”\fn{ Munim-ji
refers to the resolution passed by the Congress government in the Bihar Legislative Assembly in the spring of 1946 in favour of immediate
steps for the abolition of the feudal zemindari system. But many Bihar zemindaris, in order to preempt the confiscation of their lands, often
declared them in official records as having been transferred to their tenants, while for all practical purposes retaining their control over
them.}

But Munim-ji does not respond to their requests immediately, and pretends indifference—as if it is up to them
to accept the land or not! He however comes up with another proposition:
“Look here! We can talk about land later. But right now the problem is with the herd of cattle that you refugees
have brought along with you. They can’t be allowed to graze everywhere. And why should the local people allow
it? Now, I can arrange grazing land for them on a monthly basis—at cheap rates. But you’ll have to pay cash
down.”
Finding a solution to one of their problems, all the refugees gather around him, jostling with each other for an
early transaction.
Meanwhile, the slogans of victory shouted at this end of the bridge following Munim-ji’s announcement about
Purnea being a part of Hindusthan, had aroused curiosity and excitement at the other end. People want to know:
“What’s happening? Surely they’re up to something.”
“But don’t panic.”
Ekbal takes up the loudspeaker and shouts:
“Naare Takdir!” Others respond to him by shouting:
“Allah-ho-Akbar!” Ekbal shouts back at them:
“Are you dead, or what? Can’t you raise your voices? We’ll have to drown their voices from the other side!”
He then joins Hanif and a few others and goes out to inquire about the cause of the excitement on the other side.
But before leaving, he warns the others:
“But don’t let up till I come back. Go on shouting slogans!”
On their way, Ekbal, Hanif and others stop a cart which is going towards the other side
“Who’s inside?”
“The daughter and son-in-law of Darpan Singh of Sripur.”
“Search the cart. You never know! They may be taking away goods from Pakistan.”
But at this moment Darpan Singh’s servant Erfan appears on the scene. He takes a look inside the cart, and
greets the couple, “Hello Didimoni! Hello Jamai-babu!”, and then asks the others to let the cart pass. But he turns
to the couple again and asks them:
“Why are you fleeing? As long as we are here, you don’t have to fear anything, Didimoni. Let me see how big
is your son! See, he gives me a scared look! But let me assure you, Didimoni, there’s nothing to be afraid of!
Come back after paying a visit to your parents. And Jamai-babu, I thought you are a strong man! Why are you
slipping away?” Jamai-babu hems and haws.
Erfan gives the little boy a paper flag of the Muslim League:
“Isn’t it beautiful, Khoka-babu?”
He then accompanies the cart walking down to the end of the bridge to help them cross over. Before taking
leave of them, he cracks a joke, pointing at himself and Jamai-babu:
“The king goes walking, while his subject travels by car!”
As soon as they heard the news of Purnea becoming a part of Hindusthan, all those Muslims from Purnea who
were accompanying Ekbal were furious with Haaji Sahib the Ijaradar. They began to blame him:
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“He must have made off with all that money we gave him as subscription! We’ll teach him a lesson today! He
must be now in his office at Aruakhowa. For all that you know, he may have taken money from the Hindus, and
got the transfer made in their favor. Let him come here this evening!”
Munim-ji’s announcement has created a furor on both sides of the bridge. On this side, Darpan Singh’s old
father forces a smile on his face. He has tried to keep alive as long as possible the hope that his Sripur will be
transferred to Hindusthan. He now looks forward to a life full of suffering, a life that had started for him from the
day he crossed over. Since that day he had left behind on the other side of the bridge all the memories of the
happiness and prosperity of his long life. Is it possible for him to start a new life at this old age? And that too, in
this country? All these years, he and his fellow men had been reared up to dismiss this country lying on the west
of the Nagar river as a country of epidemics. The old man, wise with experience, feels somehow nettled by the
incongruity of the whole scene—this country of all places being described as “golden Hindusthan” by people
dancing to the shouts of “Zindabad, zindabad!”\fn{Long live.} He wracks his brain to find out why things have
come to such a pass, but cannot make any head or tail of it. He remembers how the last time when the river Nagar
flooded the land and washed away homes, he and his family had to spend days on make-shift platforms on the
roadside. But even then, they could never think of moving across to this side.
The old man thinks for a while, and then he suddenly remembers Erfan, his servant. He is immediately gripped
by a sense of impotent rage, and it blocks all his reasoning. In the midst of all this excitement, no one has time to
find out what are the goods, loaded in six bullock cart, that Munim-ji has brought here.
Munim-ji has meanwhile given the directive that there should not be any fight between the people from either
side of the bridge. Whatever might have happened in the past, people on both the sides should now celebrate the
15th of August with abandon.
Munim-ji himself goes across to talk to the people on the other side. Till recently, he used to step forward only
up to the middle of the bridge, which was the “no man’s land.” Now he goes straight up to the relief-camp on the
other side. All agree that he is certainly a man full of courage!
At Munim-ji’s mediation, a pact is made between the two sides. It is agreed that no side will abuse the other
with shouts like “Murdabad!”\fn{Slogan wishing death for the enemy, as opposed to zindabad, which means—long live.} He then
asks the people on the other side:
“Have you received the new flag of Pakistan?” They show him their old flag, at which Munim-ji tells them:
“No, no, this is the old flag of the Muslim League. Haven’t you yet heard of the new flag? But no problem! If
you need, you can come to me. There are lots of them lying with me—with various price tags to suit everyone.”
On this side, Munim-ji tells the people about the new flag of Hindus than. But where to get it? Munim-ji
reassures them:
“Do you think I haven’t made any arrangements? You can get the flags from me—with various price tags to
suit everyone.”
No wonder Munim-ji is so popular among all! Whenever you need anything, there’s Munim-ji ready to offer it
to you.
The spot around the relief-camp wears a festive look. It has started with the arrival of the brother of Bilot the
cart-driver. His brother used to work in a jute mill in Calcutta. But a rumor that communal riots might break out
on the 15th of August has forced him to flee the city with his ten-year old son, and both of them now work in the
camp of the relief society. The son, having come from Calcutta, is bossing over the country bumpkins of his age.
He has taught them a new game of ghosts—although actually the game has been inspired by the clerks of the
relief society. In the game, one side plays the role of the Hindu ghost Brohmo-daitya, and the other side that of the
Muslim ghost Mamdo. The former is known as the team of the Bel tree, and the latter as the Kabristan or
graveyard team. In the middle a line is drawn by a stick. According to the rules of the game, anyone killed in
Noakhali will join the side of Brohmo-daitya, and those killed in Bihar will become Mamdos. Whenever a new
boy joins the Kabristan team, the Mamdos shout in triumph, and in a nasal tone claim:
“He’s come from Bihar!” If anyone joins the team of the Bel tree, everyone asks him:
“Are you from Noakhali?” He’ll have to reply:
“No, from Chitpur.”\fn{According to popular beliefs in the villages of the Bengal-Bihar border region. Brohmo-daityar (literally
meaning ghosts of dead Brahmins) hang on to branches of trees of bel-fruit, while the mamdos (ghosts of dead Muslims) haunt the graveyards. In this macabre game played by the children. they divide the ghosts under these two religious categories, and identify them with
their contemporary elders in the 1946-47 communal riots—the Hindus who had been killed in Noakhali or Chitpur (a Muslim-dominated
area in Calcutta) depicted as Brohmo-daityar and eligible for joining the bel-tree, while the Muslims killed by the Hindus in Bihar are
designated as mamdos fit for the graveyard team.}
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The boys pronounce the names of these places in a distorted fashion, and the elders watching their game roar
with laughter. But Munim-ji arrives and pulls them up:
“What’s all this? Are you bent on creating another trouble? Get lost, all of you! If I find you again playing this
game, I’ll throw you into the Nagar river from the bridge.”
He then turns towards the clerks of the relief society and rebukes them:
“I expected a sense of responsibility from you people.” They feel embarrassed.
All the flags sold out within a couple of days at a high price. But the Ijaradar was nowhere to be seen. He had
taken to his heels out of fear of the people of his own community. His sentry told them that Haaji Sahib had gone
to Patna.
*
Independence Day was celebrated on August 15 th by everyone, in a mood of unending enthusiasm and
excitement. At this end of the bridge the flag of Hindus than was unfurled, while on the other end they put up the
flag of Pakistan. Enveloped in the perfume of attar and rose-water, the bridge looked unreal—with one part in
Hindusthan, another in Pakistan, and the middle hanging in limbo as it were.
It was this bridge which occupied Darpan Singh’s mind even in the midst of all these festivities. Although he
was physically present in Aruakhowa, his mind kept going back to his land in Sripur. This bridge was the only
link between his body and mind. It was thanks to this bridge that he was able to escape in time, and reach this
side. God willing, he could perhaps one day go back to his own home through this bridge again. But then why
God? There was the Commission. Was the Commission more powerful than God?
The clerks of the relief society, taking the permission of both sides, enacted a farce called the “ghosts of flags”
in the middle of the bridge. First, the boys appeared wrapped up in the “dead” flag of the British, and wiping their
tears, they made their departure. They were followed by another group of boys—wrapped in Muslim League and
Congress flags—who also made their exit, weeping and singing mournfully. Then came two groups of boys
carrying the “live” flags of Hindusthan and Pakistan, and embraced each other. Watching them, Darpan Singh’s
father felt slightly elated.
After several days, by when almost everyone—barring the refugees—had forgotten about the Commission, one
day Munim-ji suddenly announced:
“The Commission has given its verdict.” Everyone rushed to him. He informed them:
“Sripur has become a part of Hindusthan.”
At this, Darpan Singh embraced Munim-ji. His mother, not quite able to grasp the import of the announcement,
began to weep and wail. His father however bent his head in obeisance to God and the Commission. He was
happy that the Commission had at least been merciful to him. Munim-ji gave further news:
“The Haripur police station zone has been allotted to Pakistan.”
“What about Maldah?”
“Well, Shukdev, you can dance in joy now! Your part has been transferred to Hindusthan.”
The Rajbangshi priest Poragonsai, with the mark of sandal paste on his forehead, arrived running helterskelter. He began with a joke:
“As I was getting down from the bullock-cart to come here, I suddenly spotted on the wall of Siri Shao’s shop
a sign that read ‘Capstan.’ For a moment, my heart was in my mouth! I misread it as ‘Pakistan’—perhaps written
in the Urdu style! I feared that Aruakhowa had been surely transferred to Pakistan. But then, I was told that it was
the brand name of a cigarette. Anyway! Now Munim-ji, give me the latest news.”
But Munim-ji purposely avoided him. The Rajbangshis felt a bit surprised at Munim-ji’s deliberate snubbing of
their head priest. Finally however, Munim-ji had to relent and give him the bad news:
“The Titolia police station zone of Jalpaiguri has been transferred to Pakistan.”
Poragonsai exploded:
“Who says so? Is it that easy? Can anyone just transfer it like that?”
He however soon got resigned to the reality, and leaning on his stick sat down on the charpay. He bewailed to
himself: ‘
“Alas! O God, what have you done to me? So, I’m doomed to a burial after my death? I won’t be able to go to
temples? Who could have imagined that this would be my fate?”
But the majority of the refugees gave a sigh of relief—as if they had recovered from a bad fever. This was soon
to be followed by the dismantling of the refugee camp within a day—and the repetition of old scenes! There is the
same old procession of carts, human beings, cows and bullocks—this time returning to the other side. The tricolor
flutters from the carts. Some among the returnees are carrying the flag of Hindusthan, their faces glowing with the
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sense of triumph of winning a kingdom. The women are in raptures—as if they’ve just been rescued from a tiger’s
mouth.
*
While bringing down the Pakistan flag from his end of the bridge, Ekbal thinks to himself:
“The world is moving at a fast pace. Those great powers who till now used to preside over creation and the
world, could never think of such a rapid speed. They could not even dare to play havoc with the lives of so many
people. What was the point in giving us this kingdom for a few days? What was the need for offering us food and
then taking it away? It took us two hundred years to remove the flag of the British. And it was just a matter of
three days for them to force me to take down my flag!”
It is not only the mental agony that tears him apart. More than that, it’s the insult—the feeling that he can’t
show his face anywhere—which humiliates Ekbal. The bridge is filled with people, the road is packed with the
returning refugees. The entire crowd in the market on the other side is watching him. He has lost his face. He feels
like burying himself in the sands of the river bank, or jumping into the river. He remembers the enthusiasm with
which he had put up the flag. But his soul is lacerated now by the sarcastic comment made by Ramji Shao: “Thus
ends the three-day regime of the water-carrier-turned badshah!”\fn{King.} Here right now they will put up the flag
of Hindus then! Was it for this that he cried himself hoarse shouting, “Pakistan zindabad!” under this flag? May
be tomorrow the Hindu boys of Sripur will use this flag to stage a show of “ghost of dead flag.” Whom shall
Ekbal blame, when the entire world is heckling him?
Ekbal quietly brings down the flag, and without looking around puts it on his shoulder, and walks up towards
the north—where the flag has not yet died!
Hanif had lit a biri—just to appear cool, as if unaffected by the developments. He does not finish it, and leaves
it half-burning on the bridge. On his way back, he fantasizes:
“It would be good if it sets fire to the bridge. Sripur can then be cut off from Aruakhowa.”
He knows very well that the wooden bridge can never be burnt down by a little burning biri. But, still, even
that wild fantasy makes him feel happy.
*
Munim-ji reaches the other end of the bridge, and takes over the camp that was set up by Haaji Sahib the Ijaradar. Soon after, his boys capture a Muslim family which was hiding in the jute fields. They bring them to Munimji, and tells him of their suspicion: “They were possibly planning to set fire to the fields.” But Munim-ji
recognizes the man
“Hello Ochhimoddi!”
Ochhimoddi breaks down:
“We were fleeing from our village and going towards Haripur. Our Mirpur has become a part of Hindusthan
from day before yesterday. We were told that the Hindus there would now force us to pray with our faces turned
eastwards. They won’t allow us to kill chickens. So, we hurried out of our home with whatever little we were clad
in. I thought that we could hide ourselves in the jute fields during the day, and start walking in the evening.” A
weeping Ochhimoddi falls down at Munim-ji’s feet. Munim-ji orders his boys:
“Let them go, I know them. They’re O.K.”
His orders are greeted all around with comments like, “The boss is full of kindness!,” and slogans rendering
the sky: “Victory to Munim Sahib! Victory to Mahatma-ji!”
Munim-ji now advises the people of the other side of the bridge:
“Don’t keep the Pakistan flags with you from tomorrow. Give them to me. I’ll deposit them with the
government. You should know that it is illegal to keep Pakistan flags in the territory of Hindusthan.”
Munim-ji now plans his course of action
“I’ll have to go to Titolia tomorrow. I’ll put up at the house of the Rajbangshi head-priest Poragonsai. The
house must be lying vacant now, since Poragonsai must have fled. I’ll also get a chance of examining the land that
he owns. Besides, I can sell all the Pakistan flags there, and collect the flags of Hindusthan which are useless
there.”
Munim-ji plans to sell the same flags twice. He calculates how much it will yield him.
The Commission had allotted places to many, and denied many others. But, as a result of the Commission’s
verdict, Munim-ji had gained more than what was due to him as his normal “commission.” He had made no
mistakes in his calculations. From outside the camp where Munim-ji sits, the slogans continue to pour in:
“Victory to Munim Sahib!”
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But Munim-ji is nagged by a doubt. Wouldn’t it have been still more expedient had he bought in advance a
Khadi cap?\fn{I.e., a cap made of homespun cloth.} May be it would have brought him more profit! Perhaps he had
made a little miscalculation!
But, let it be. One should remain satisfied with whatever Ram-ji gives one.
Munim-ji begins to jot down his accounts in his notebook—in the code language of his trade.
2
And flood has come in the River Kosi, sudden and unannounced. This is due to the melting of snow on some
mountain-tops in Nepal and a heavy downpour of rain in the upper catchment-tops of the Himalayas. But those
dwelling on the banks of the Kosi are unaware of it. When the flood comes, they begin a mad search for the sin
they might have committed, for which God wa punishing them.
The womenfolk of Rahikpura get up as morning unfolds over the silent wilderness. But now none of them can
venture to cross the courtyard, some even daren’t step into it. Their shouts awaken the male members. Some take
up lathis, others grasp spears. It could be snakes, tigers, or even thieves, they think. In a trice the whole
atmosphere is rent with the ominous warning of beating of drums and blowing of conch-shells and trumpets.
Darshan Madar, the village headman, comes out of his house with a thunderous shout. In the time of a crisis all
the village elders assemble around a huge iron club in the wrestling arena in front of Mahant Raghodasa’s math
(monastery).
There is a dearth of kerosene in the village. Most of the houses are lucky enough to have the misty light of one
or two earthen lamps. Darshan doesn’t have this scarcity.
It is difficult to reach the wrestling arena. A swift current flows. The cattle tied to wooden posts are mooing
and lowing frantically. The womenfolk scream:
“Heavens! The water level has risen up to the floor of the verandah.”
And within moments the second step leading up to the verandah disappears into the surging water. Oh, it has
risen by more than a finger’s breadth.
“Do you take it as a joke? Hey! Quick, quick. Pick up some cow dung cakes and bring some firewood.”
And how can husk and fodder be removed? There are big pitchers of unbaked mud. The flood water will melt
them at once.
“And the goat? Where is my goat?”
“O God! Just see the tulsi plant submerge in the meanwhile.”
“The choola (cooking place) too has gone under water. The mortar also is gone. Heavens! Don’t know what’s
going to happen.”
“Oh, what rubbish you people are shouting! Yes, the ways of the womenfolk are different indeed; you make a
row over everything. Come on, stand out of my way and let me build a wooden platform. Cut a pole, one-and-a
half yards long. Listen, it mustn’t be less than that, doesn’t matter if it’s a bit longer.”
“Hail Mother Kosi!” shouts the eastern horizon. This is the signal for the wrestlers and other youths of the
village to tuck up their loin-cloth and get ready to go to wrestling arena. Today no one has the eagerness or
leisure. And this shout of the Mahanth rings with a different and uneasy note in their ears. It seems as if the
Mahanth is chanting some hymn to pacify the angry Kosi. The villagers too join him in his ceremonial recitation:
“No one can deny your power, Kosi. Mother, be kind to us.”
The Rahikpura villagers share the same view only when there is some acute natural calamity. A drum is being
beaten at the math, and in the Santal quarter Dulaha boatman’s son is beating a huge cauldron. The sound
resembles the material beat of a drum in Muharram.
“Arise and awake, you people. Do not wait even a second. Come through the maize field,” it says.
But the trouble lies with cattle, pigs and goats. However, they are to be saved first. Everything has been ruined.
See the devastation brought about in a trice. Everyone is trying to perch at a high place along with his or her
belongings—higher and still higher. If only there had been a pot-hook hanging from the sky!
No one has a boat. This sort of devastating flood is unprecedented in the living memory of this village. No,
none was prepared for it. Sumrit Tiyat alone has a dinghy which he ferries to the other side of the river to bring
grass for cattle.
The Musahar quarter lies at the lowest level in the village. Water has already entered the huts. The Musahars
have started shifting one by one to other parts of the village. It is useless to construct a wooden platform or something of the like at this place.
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Look a goat is being washed away. Run along to catch it. Genua Mushar catches hold of its legs, lifts it up to
his waist, and brings it back. These Musapars have mortars, pestles and a few earthen utensils as their only
possessions. Their clan is almost nomadic, living a hand-to-mouth existence. It is said that even a very small field
of ripening maize belonging to a Masahar is enough to make him feel kingly.
Some have taken shelter in Noukhe Jha’s house, while others in Sumrit Tiyar’s verandah. Genua Musahar’s
wife screams that her invalid son is missing. Genua then jumps into waist-deep water to find out his son. The
other Musahars in the verandah think that it’s good he has carried his goat to safety in time.
Slowly both the houses become over-crowded; no place left even for a sesame seed to put. Noukhe Jha is
always at loggerheads with Sumrit Tiyar. In the beginning the rivalry was personal, but later it grew into one
between two castes—the Brahmans and the Tiyars. This dispute, which dates back to a long past, was at first
between Noukhe Jha’s father and Sumrit Tiyar’s father.
This incident took place years ago. Sumrit’s father gave a certain share-cropper a little beating. The sharecropper being epileptic swooned never to come round again. Noukhe’s father informed the police and tried his
best to get the culprit hanged. The court, however, sentenced the culprit to two years’ vigorous imprisonment.
Whenever Noukhe’s father went to the district headquarters during that period, he never forgot to bring mustard
oil from there with the insinuating comment that it had been bought at the jail where Sumrit’s father was lodged,
Before embrocating his body, he used to take some oil on his palm, smell it while uttering the name of
Ashvatthamal, and sprinkle it on to the ground. After going through this process thrice, he would say:
“He had grown much too arrogant. That’s why I extract oil out of him every now and then.”
That was the beginning of enmity between the two families, and it still continues. Whenever Noukhe Jha
comes across Sumrit, he spits at the ground and changes his course. Snapping his teeth and giving a lath-blow to a
nearby buffalo, Sumrit also shouts in a threatening tone:
“Ssaala, he has blocked up the way!”
In this calamity the rich and great persons ought to look after the suffering people. Noukhe Jha goes to take
care of the people living in the eastern part of the village. These people do not know what to do and when to do a
thing. Even in the hour of this crisis Turia Bantar is hooking a skinned toad on a fish-hook attached to a thick
cord. Noukhe says to him:
“Well, have you people made all arrangements?”
“My daughter-in-law is very clever.”—Giving this curt reply he starts fastening the line to a rod.
In the western part of the village, Sumrit Tiyar, standing in chest-deep water, shouts:
“If cattle are lost, they can be found again. But if human lives are lost, they are lost for ever Hey, Patrangi, why
are you climbing over the thatched roof again? For pumpkins? How many pumpkins will you pluck? Don’t be
over-greedy now. O, what are you people doing there on the roof? Look, she is dragging her goat on to the roof.
She will kill herself.”
Patrangi replies not, and drawing her torn sari over her head, she sits with her face averted for Sumrit. She has
no idea how she will pass her days sitting all the time on the thatched roof in sun and shower. The fact is that she
does not like to budge even an inch from her house.
“Come on! Look sharp, and shift the cows and buffaloes to the railway that is still safe.”
All the villagers have assembled at high places in the village. The upper caste people have taken shelter in
Noukhe’s house while those of the lower castes have gone to the house of Sumrit. The Muslims have sought
refuge from the flood in an old masjid. This old masjid, built of stone, was on the other side of the river. Now it
stands on this side after the river has changed its course.
The atmosphere has quietened down after the first flush of commotion and excitement. All have been saved.
Now remains the problem of food. The female members of the Tiyar family have started preparing rice in the
inner courtyard and they are being helped by a neighbor. A few yards away two Musahar women with their veils
on are making a choola of bricks. Tiyar’s wife brings a basketful of maize there. The two Musahar women are
talking to one another in a muffled tone:
“We also take rice. Don’t know why she (Riyar’s wife) is saving rice. We’ve come to her house, so she can as
much insult and humiliate us as she likes. We don’t mind it, but the brats are crying for rice. However, they are
not to blame. How can they restrain themselves when they find landed people’s children taking rice?”
Dhangar, Musahar, Bantar, all sit down to take their meals in different rows in the outer verandah, whereas the
persons of the landed families take their seats in the inner courtyard. The scene resembles that of a picnic in the
background of the swirling black water of the flooded Kosi. After their meal is over, they are left with no
alternative but to gaze at the flood water. The wavelets scramble after the sucking waves that rush at great speed.
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The onrush of water devours everything coming in its way, even large trees and cattle are not spared. A huge trunk
of a tree is moving to and fro, like a camel sowar, in the swift current. A cow too is being swept away—no one
knows if she is dead or alive.
Should one jump into the water to save her? No, it is sheer madness to take a plunge into this swift current; she
may be a nilgai. A crocodile has caught some big fish, hence this disturbance in the stream. Good, the fish has
escaped but it will not survive as its bones might have been shattered by the crocodile.
Everyone has now got accustomed to the roar of the flood water. As the sunlight falls on the rippling waves, it
becomes difficult even to look at the water. A thatch is being carried away on which there are three men shouting
and shrieking at the top of their voice. Curly waves are breaking on the thatch on all the sides, like the great
serpent god Vasuki pouncing upon his enemy with all his one thousand hooded heads. The thatch is sprayed with
sparkling water drops in a trice. Now, a corpse is drifting towards this side at tremendous speed on which a crow
is sitting and pecking at its mouth and eyes.
The flood water is lashing against the portico of Sumrit Tiyar’s house as a result of which a rhythmic sound is
being produced. However, the current is not so furious here as to breach the banks or sweep a peepul tree along.
After giving an assurance of safety, Mother Kosi, it seems, is now gently patting Tiyar’s children to sleep.
The hill to the south of Bhukhanaha diara (alluvial land) on the other side of the river is visible, but not clearly.
Meanwhile flights of Adhenga ducks are seen in the western sky. The fingers of both Bauni Bantar here and
Kudarat Mian there in the masjid start itching at the same time when they see the ducks.
Day alternates with night, and night with day.
One has to wade through neck-deep water to bring half-dried maize from the high western verandah.
“And my paddy plants, now about two feet tall, which I had sown in a low-lying field to the west of the temple
of the goddess, are under water. I was to harvest this crop in the month of Agahan.”\fn{Mid-November to midDecember}
“The paddy sown in my field near the pool in the Bantar quarter had fully ripened but I couldn’t bring it home.
All the plants are destroyed, and I fear what my children will live on through the year.”
“Well, God has created us all, he will feed us all.” This is what all of them are saying but not sincerely. It is just
to console and reconcile a man’s lot that they utter these words.
“Paddy in seven hundred bighas and maize in five hundred bighas of land, all belonging to Sumrit, have been
washed away.”
“And Noukhe Jha has lost twelve hundred bighas of paddy and seven hundred bighas of maize.”
“Has Noukhe’s land been measured by a shorter yard?”
“There was a bumper crop of maize this time but waterlogging has destroyed it all. However, I had thought of
feeding my cattle on the dried stumps of maize. But Mother Kosi didn’t take pity on me, washing away
everything,” and he bursts into tears. Nobody consoles and asks him to stop his tears. All have the same agony,
which is trying to gush through one man’s tears.
Water is not receding at all. Already three days have gone by. How can one pull on like this? Patrangi and her
goat have been brought here in a dinghy. Two snakes had taken shelter on her thatched roof and refused to go.
Patrangi was nearly frightened out of her life.
The children are crying and shrieking. The entire place in and around Noukhe’s house has been turned into a
veritable hell. Rotting grass and leaves have filled the air with a horrid smell.
*
With the passing of every boat down the river, the villagers raise a hue and cry, and wave towels, and give out
a shrill cry to attract the attention of the boatmen. But the boat, carrying men, women, children and cattle, does
not stop as there is no room for any more persons to step in.
When everyone is filled with remorse and despondency at the gloomy prospect, a large boat, with a capacity to
carry one thousand maunds of grain, comes into sight.
“Oh, it’s coming this side. At last Mother Kosi has showered some pity on us. Victory to Mother Kosi!” All of
them stand up hurriedly with an expectant eye. From the boat a young man with a Gandhi cap on his head shouts:
“Ladies and children first, men thereafter. All are to be shifted to the Gunj Bazaar camp as the water level will
rise and mud walls will collapse. Come on, hurry up, hurry up!” The women whisper to one another:
“To go alone without our men? It’s better to die than to go without our men.” While expressing this sentiment
they do not forget to gather dried up mango parings, pickles, and cakes of ground pulse.
“All right, let one or two men also come.”
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They get into the boat one by one. The small children are laughing but the women are wiping the tears away.
The men are disturbed to see their tears and console them:
“Don’t worry, we also will follow soon after.”
“Is this Noukhe Jha’s house? Come along, you people also come along.”
“Who are there in the boat? Are they Musahars and Dhangars and members of Sumrit’s family? Then the
Brahman women will go by next boat.”
“Don’t be afraid.”
“No, no, we are not afraid. You people are mahatmas,\fn{Great souls.} so we are not afraid of sending our
women with you. It is a different matter.”
The boys in Gandhi caps are asking people to hurry up. After some discussion the Brahman women begin
climbing into the boat. The Musahar women make room for them but those of Sumrit’s family, averting their eyes
from them, look at the hill across the Kosi and try to count the trees there.
“Also one or two men may come, the rest will come in another boat. Should I give some powdered maize just
now?” says one of the volunteers.
“We have enough of maize. Can you give us rice? Kerosene? It is badly needed through all these pest-andinsect infested nights. Mustard oil? Salt? Match-boxes? Medicine for water-eaten toes and fingers? Oh, nothing?”
“No, we don’t have anything to offer. We are not members of the relief party. We have come to rescue you
people.”
“No, no, you had asked us about powdered maize, that’s why I was making these inquiries.”
*
Now the boat is moving against the current. It is very difficult to row. Had there been a favorable wind, the
sails could have been hoisted.
“Take the boat by the Harinkole road.”
This road goes up to Harinkole village, but now there is no trace of it except the railings of a bridge over a
rivulet named Bhishana that flows into the Kosi at a point to the west of Rahikpura.
It takes four hours to reach Gobaraha where there is a terrible whirlpool with white foam swirling in a large
diameter. It is called Kalbhairon ka Kunda (the bowl of Kalbhairon, a fearsome attendant of the Lord Shiva,
worshipped as a deity in the country-side) in which Kalbhairon is preparing sherbet of bhang with milk. Those
who pass by this place in a boat know this. That’s why they bow with respect, saying:
“Save us Kalbhairon!”
In this whirlpool a raft made of banana plants, half burnt pieces of wood, a pitcher, and several other loathsome and abominable things are swirling about along with heaps of froth and foam.
“Be alert! Take the boat to the left.”
There is a sudden jerk and the boat tilts to one side. Women and children scream and fall on one another. Just
then the boat tilts to the other side and all of them stand up in panic. Mothers hold their children fast to their
bosom. Noukhe’s wife clasps her pregnant daughter-in-law in a tight embrace. Sumrit’s wife loses her balance and
falls right among the Brahman ladies. She forces Nokhe’s daughter-in-law to sit beside her. Addressing both
Nokhe’s wife and her daughter-in-law, she says:
“Never fear! Mother Kosi will set everything right.”
Extending a supporting hand to Noukhe’s daughter-in-law, she says:
“Ah, she is still trembling.” The boatmen shout:
“Victory to Kalbhairon!”
“Why have you all moved to one side of the boat? When would the women have sense” a boatman bursts out.
“You people have been saved only because this boat is large, or else God knows what the hell would have
happened now.”
“Heave-o-ho! Only one kos to go, ho!”
*
Situated at the highest point in the area Gunj Bazaar has not been touched by the flood. That’s why a relief
camp bas been set up here in the mango grove of Choubey. In the past also a camp was set up in this grove for the
refugees from Burma, of which there still remains a vestige in the form of a dilapidated [hut?] but with its roof
blown off and a leper’s charred earthen pot hanging from a bamboo switch in a corner. All the cows and buffaloes
and goats of the locality had turned it into their resting place. This was the picture people had in their mind of this
spot which has suddenly acquired the pompous name of “Refugee Camp.”
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The women are brought down here, as the flood-affected people of other villages from Phulkaha to Baghdobra.
covering a vast area of twenty-seven long miles have gathered here for shelter and safety. Yet no one can tell the
exact number of villages reeling under the fury of the Kosi. That’s why this big concourse of people at Gunj
Bazaar, giving the impression of a mighty meta that takes place on the bank of the Ganga during some religious
festival. People are staying not only in the refugee camp but also in dharmsallas,\fn{Rest-houses for pilgrims} and
with their relatives as well. Here the residents of a particular village have occupied a particular spot.
“Which village you come from?—from Phulkaha?—and you people?”
Thus they have started conversing with each other. But this is all superficial. After all, they belong to other
villages. The inhabitants of one’s own village are the real people, one’s own people.
“A few more mats are needed here, a few more mats.” One of the volunteers shouts.
“How many choolas will you build here? Four? Then take this slip and go to the Relief Office which is there in
that house at tile gate of which a cow is is sitting and also there is a signboard. You will get bricks there.”
“Who will go to fetch bricks?” Noukhe’s wife inquires of Tiyar’s wife. The Musahar women say at once:
“We will fetch.” The Santal women also express their willingness to go this work.
“How can you do this type of work which you have not done as yet? The prestige of our village is in our own
hand. We shall not allow you to do this work.”
All the necessary things have been brought in, even stone slab and pestle for grinding spices. All except the
Santal women say that they will partake of food prepared by the Brahman ladies. The Brahman women move
towards the choola, smiling. The women of the Tiyar family sit down to grind spices.
The small children are to be fed first. The Tiyar women prepare paste of maize flour, and the Brahman women
bake chupatties. Sumrit’s wife says to Noukhe’s wife:
“Sister, you ask your pregnant daughter-in-law to take her food along with children. Today she has been put to
much trouble. This is all as God wills.”
Noukhe’s daughter-in-law expresses her refusal by moving her head sideways. Noukhe’s wife says with a
smile:
“See how my daughter-in-law refuses to accept your advice. It’s very difficult to make her come round once
she says no.” Tiyar’s wife replies:
“Not at all. I like this, daughter-in-law. Listen what I say. Don’t say no. Otherwise I shall really be angry with
you.”
On this she sits down to eat. The mother-in-law is delighted and says, laughing:
“Sister, you have worked wonders today.”
The elders were having their meals when the rest of the villagers, including those from the masjid, arrive in
two boats. Most of the children are asleep. Those who are awake are the first to recognize their near and dear ones
in the light of a petromax.
The Brahman women stop eating and stand up. Others lower their veils. The Santal women laugh loudly to see
their men and start eating bread with both their hands. Most of the people from the masjid are Shirshabadia
Muslims, who are called “Badhis” in this region. Originally they belonged to Murshidabad in Bengal, but being
aquatic creatures, like fish, they are now spread along the banks of the Ganga from Rajmahal to this area in Bihar.
It is said that they are descendants of the Negroes employed in the army of the Nawab. That’s why they are hottempered even if they live by the river-side. You never know when they will get angry and attack you with a big
sickle they always carry. Finding a place for their women, who have come with them, Maniruddi, their chief. says
to the Brahmans and Tiyars:
“Let us go out for a walk. These women will never take their food so long as we are here.”
“Yes, yes, you’re right,” and all the male members go out with Noukhe Jha.
The women start eating again as they don’t feel shy in the presence of the people of other villages. After taking
their food hurriedly, they start blowing the fire once again, on which an old woman of Phulkaha comments:
“Will these people continue to cook all night?”
This is enough to invite angry retorts all at once in ironical tones:
“What concern is it of yours?”
“How does it matter to you if we cook all night?”
“We don’t have enough to eat at home, it’s here we are having our handful of grub. Am I right, sisters?”
Such unpalatable remarks they let fly at the old woman who is now pretending to be asleep.
“Surely she hails from Gobaraha.”
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The remark makes all the Rahikpura women laugh because the inhabitants of Gobaraha are known for their
stupidities.
*
The next day. The flood-hit people are now sad and wrapped in gloom. All these days they couldn’t find time
to ponder the extent of their losses. Just as the swollen river is boundless, so are their miseries. They don’t know
whether their houses are still there or have been washed away.
A magistrate has descended from the district headquarter. He is staying in the dak bungalow. Some loutish
country brat has got the news of the flood published in a daily. He is highly irresponsible. This is also proved by
the fact that instead of giving his name, he has just written, “by a staff reporter.” The newspaper is worthless, yet
it calls itself “A National Daily.” The District Magistrate has sent the magistrate only after coming across the
aforesaid press report of the flood. A telegram might have come from the government too. Perhaps tomorrow the
press-cutting of this report may come from the state secretariat, calling for an explanation of the indifferent
attitude of the district administration towards the flood. It is not possible for a government servant to be at peace
even for a day.
The office clerk informs the magistrate:
“Several gentlemen of this area have come to meet you, Sir.”
“Well, ask them to come.”
“We have come to apprise you of the situation created by the flood. It is our good luck that you have come. We
rushed to meet you as soon as we received the news of your arrival. A relief committee should be set up for flood
victims, isn’t it?”
“There is already one, I suppose.”
“That is run entirely by the Congressmen. It is not proper that they should monopolize relief-work.”
“Well, we shall discuss this matter later on. There is yet another problem that needs our immediate attention.”
“All right, then. We shall meet you later on,” they say with a grin, showing their betel-blackened teeth.
“Bores!”
Three more shadows are still visible on the trembling curtain.
“Cring! Cring!”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Send my salaam to Overseer Baboo.”
“Yes, Sir.”
“Overseer Baboo, tell me whether the District Board has extra boats or not.”
“After the 1937 flood it was decided to have eight boats here. But they were never used. This year the
chairman of the District Board has auctioned all the boats on the ground of being damaged.”
“Who has bought them?”
“The gentleman who came to meet you just now.”
“Will the damaged boats be of any use to them? Who had given the report that the boats were ‘not fit for use?’
You? ‘Not fit for use’—nonsense! They will use the boats in smuggling salt into Bengal.”
The magistrate asks the clerk to write to the chairman of the District Board as to how many boats he can
provide for relief work, and then to send a report on the flood to the District Magistrate.
“Baboo, the report must be sent by the morning train.”
“Call Niranjan Baboo, Secretary of the Relief Committee. I want figures—how many villages have been
affected, how many people have been killed, how many heads of cattle have perished, how many villages have
been completely submerged, how many boats are wanted. The veterinary doctor must visit this place at least once
a week. Oh, many more things are yet to be written down. I have blundered by not asking my steno-typist to
accompany.”
Writing work is going on round the clock, constantly supplemented with soda and rum of course. They are in
correspondence with the Health Department for such medicines as vaseline, sulphinamide, cholera inoculation
quinine, mepacrine, etc.
“Remind the Regional Grain Supply Officer to send two wagons of maize. Write to the collector for one
thousand maunds each of urad (black gram) and kurthi (horse gram).”
“Find out how many houses have collapsed. Owners will be given a flat sum of one hundred and fifty rupees
each as gratuitous relief. Yes, I want another list and that of tukkavee loan. It is always better to supply the
villagers with seeds to help them reap a good harvest, or else, if money is given, they spend it on other less
important items.”
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“To the collector—the zamindars and their men of those places to which the cattle of this area have been
removed are extorting heavy amounts of money for allowing them to graze. They are poisonous pests of society.
Please ask them to stop this high-handedness. Sugar candy is needed for the convalescents. What about eight
boats that were with the Government District Flood Committee?”
“A serious difference has arisen between the Congress and the non-Congress members of the Flood Committee. Tell me what to do.”
“A new scheme has come according to which the flood-affected people will be supplied with jute to twist it
into twine, which will, in turn, fetch them wages. This scheme is called Sutli (Twine) Center Scheme.”
Envelopes, letters, telegrams, service postage stamps, reams of paper, calling bell—the clerk doesn’t have time
to breathe even. Though the writing work has increased many times, the real work is not being done. Under the
weight of paper the real work is throttled to death.
The government replies have now started pouring in:
“There being not enough seeds in the district, the Agriculture Department was requested to provide the same.
No reply as yet whether it would be possible for them to supply the seeds. The difficulty is that the government
rate is half the market rate.”
“Grazing on the railway has been prohibited. However, grass can be cut for feeding cattle. But what about
those who had taken grass from the railway company on contract? However, the railway officer is being
contacted.”
“It is not possible to run the Sutli Center Scheme about which the government is being informed.”
“Try to procure barley from the local market.”
“The District Board writes that it is none of its moral or legal responsibility to provide boats for the flood-hit
people. The Board should be taught a lesson for such a reply.”
“You have asked for five hundred tins of kerosene for gratuitous relief but it is well-nigh impossible to procure
them during these days of control and permit. Get hold of fifteen tins of kerosene from the local market, which
will be replaced later on.”
“There is no trace of government boats with the District Flood Committee. I have called for an explanation
from the concerned officer.”
There is foam of flood-water all around, here there is foam of words and words alone. The cobra of red tape
has coiled tight round this problem just as a python takes a fawn into its mortal hold.
*
Sumrit asks Noukhe, “What are the disciples of Mahatmaji doing there?”
“They are spraying chemicals to keep away snakes.”
“Why so many grinding stones here?” A volunteer replies:
“Grind maize and make some flour for yourself, the half of which you will get as your wage. Why should you
wait for alms from us?” Both Sumrit and Noukhe express their approval:
“A remarkable thing indeed, really of much value.”
Sarangllal, a rais of the locality, is taking the magistrate in a barge to show him the flood-hit areas. They are
carrying with them a gramophone, a thermoflask, a tiffin-carrier, bottles of soda water and several other items.
Sumrit and Noukhe wink at the bottles and giggle with an ironical undertone.
*
At night, Noukhe’s daughter-in-law develops sudden labor pains. Suppressing her worries, Sumrit’s wife says:
“I knew it. It was not possible for her to put up with such troubles.”
Sumrit rushes out to inform the Relief Committee. Shirshabadia Maniruddi and his brother Dalimuddi
improvise an enclosure with their mattresses in a corner. The one-eyed Musabarini brings an earthen fire-pot.
Some women, along with Sumrit’s wife, keep on bustling about all through the night. From inside the enclosure
Noukhe’s wife is heard saying:
“Even at this advanced age I get nervous in such circumstances. Sister, it was my good luck that you were with
me at this hour; otherwise we would have been put to great trouble.”
None feels at ease at the camp now. Everybody’s attention is riveted on one’s hearth and home. The straight
horns of a pair of bullocks have not been oiled for several days. The red cow does not eat wet grass. Nobody
knows how Harkhu the cowboy is tending the cows in the Bhukhanaha plain. Maize in the granary must have
been rotting. The western wall of the house might have fallen in the meantime. Potrangi’s pumpkin also must have
withered away by now. A wound in the neck of Alijan’s ox refused to heal up. In the village it was not possible to
get even a few drops of phenyle for sores and wounds, but here at the camp it flows down the drain. When will
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the lower region of the hill on the other side of the river, covered with soft velvety grass, turn white with miles
and miles of thatch grass seemingly whitewashed?
They talk night and day, and the only thing they talk about is the scarcity of cloth, sugar, kerosene, etc. Now
they are getting bored discussing one topic all the time. How long will they hold up the strange conduct and
behavior of the officers of the camp to ridicule? They don’t allow them to drink river water to their fill. Even in
drinking water some foul smelling medicine is mixed. They can’t even spit wherever they like. These restrictions
become more and more disgusting when they are already mentally wearied. Now only one thing occupies all their
waking hours—whether water level has started receding or not. As soon as one gets up in the morning, he runs to
see the latest water level. There is a tube-well near the steamer ghat. It is out of order, but now it works as a scale
to measure the water level.
“Water seems to have receded as the corner of the tubewell is now visible.”
“Tut, it is visible due to waves.”
Early in the morning that day Noukhe Jha goes to the river to wash himself. All of a sudden he gets excited and
runs towards the camp, shouting at the top of his voice:
“The water is receding, the water is receding, Sumrit!”
“Really?” Sumrit asks in an incredulous tone.
“Am I telling a lie? It has gone down by a foot, not less than that.”
“Keep quiet or else it may rise.”
All get up hastily and run towards the tubewell. The children are frightened and start crying. The women leave
them behind and rush out to see the water level. It seems as if a jungle of human beings has suddenly sprung up
around the tubewell. Those who have managed to reach the tubewell even up to the diameter of thirty yards
consider themselves lucky.
“The river will not rise as the easterly wind is blowing.”
“But it is not certain.”
“Flood will come once again in the month of Aswin (mid-September to mid-October).
“It will rise again if the day gets hotter.”
The hubbub knocks the magistrate up from his sweet sleep. He, in his striped sleeping gown, goes to see the
water level. The clerk and the overseer accompany him.
“It has really gone down,” the magistrate is surprised. “Yesterday I read in the Statesman that the level of the
danga at Allahabad was just one foot below the record mark.”
The overseer gets curious and puts several questions to the Sahib.
“Clear the way, clear the way!” The Sahib goes back to the dak bungalow.
Water has begun to recede very fast, faster than it had risen. A large number of men, women and children come
every hour to see the water level.
The flood had swept away the quarrels and impurities of village life. Into the great volume of water was
drowned the narrowness of the rural people. The black alluvial soil of Gobaraha reappears when the flood water
recedes, and with it reappears the selfishness of the farmers that had remained suppressed in their subconscious
mind for several days.
The flood leaves behind its trail soft and sticky black soil. No seed to plough or weed the land, just scatter the
seeds of urad and kurthi, and they will sprout forth without much ado or labor. Lay claim to whatever you come
across. Try to occupy as many acres of land as possible. Suck and squeeze to the best of your capacity, secretly or
by force.
On seeing a piece of extremely fertile land, a farmer becomes restless, his primitive greed getting the upper
hand. Water is receding, but it is leaving behind its trail the fertile land of bickering and jealousy of the narrow
and crooked mind of the farmers, the land suitable both for strife and black gram.
Get your name enrolled for the supply of seeds at controlled rates. Sumrit claims three thousand bighas of land
and Noukhe four thousand bighas. Sumrit speaks on behalf of other low caste people that such and such persons
want loans and seeds. The magistrate says:
“Where are these people? Why do you plead for them?”
“They are all illiterates, sir, so I am speaking for them.” Noukhe is the leader of the Brahmans.
“Oh, Sir,” regrets he, “will you be kind enough to give this man seeds free of charge as he has no money to pay
for it?” Sumrit interrupts:
“No sir. He has fifteen-sixteen bighas of land.”
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Thus a nasty quarrel starts. and the magistrate is very much annoyed at it. Asking the overseer to make a list of
all the aspirants of seeds and loans, he leaves the place. Finally, things come to such a pass that everybody tries to
grab whatever comes his way. In this scramble and confusion the poor and the needy are completely ignored. The
idea that the Santals also require seeds doesn’t occur to Noukhe or to Sumrit.
*
Birsa Manjhi steals some phenyle for his cow and keeps it in an earthen pot. Mangal Musahar quietly informs
the authorities against him. Patrangi’s goat is chewing dry sat leaves. Gokul Tiyar gives it a powerful kick. Turiya
Bantar’s daughter-in-law has wrapped up half-a-seer of salt in her sari. The one-eyed Musaharini threatens her to
inform the magistrate. The Santals are tying up dry sat leaves in bundles to take them home.
Sumrit’s wife spreads her sari to dry, but it suddenly disappears.
“All are thieves,” she makes this comment while passing by the Brahman ladies.
All of them want to get out of this place as soon as possible. That is why they are in haste to pack up things.
This huge fair of human beings is now coming to its close. Genua Musahar says,
“Badhiyas will not go?”
“Have your tongue in your cheek. Take it from me that if you call us Badhiyas any more, I shall pull out your
tongue.”
Festivities and laughters of the past few days are now gone. All of them are having dreams of joy and
prosperity in the future. They are trying to forget their past losses in their impatience to see their homes, their dear
homes. Quarrels over trifles are usual with these people. How can the owners of such small pieces of land as
measured by hand, foot, and yard be large-hearted?
Shirshabadias, Musahars and Santais, who do not require any boat to go, are the first to leave the place. They
will easily cross the stretches of chest-deep water at several places on the way. Their luggage too is light as they
haven’t got much seed. Musahar children have started chewing black gram. Maniruddi suddenly blurts out:
“Why are you flinging mud at me, you nasty fellow of low breeding?”
“Am I doing it deliberately?” Birsa Santal replies. Genua Musahar says to his comrades in a very low tone:
“The other day a deer came floating Horia and I caught it near the school building. Just then Badhia Maniruddi
dropped there from the blue and cut its throat with a knife. Not only this, he spat on it so that others might not eat
it. The deer was pregnant. How cruel these Badhias are! Should I call such persons guru-thakur (teacher-god), tell
me?”
Most of the people have started for their respective destinations on foot after the recession of water. Only
Sumrit among the Tiyar community has managed to get a boat. Anuroop Jha wants to keep his luggage in the
boat. But Sumrit shouts:
“Take off your sacks. There is no room for them.” Anuroop however pleads:
“Oh, please allow me, Sumrit. Noukhe’s daughter-in-law is ill, and she may take some more time to come
round. By then the soil will dry up, rendering it useless for sowing black gram. To sow or not to sow it in winter is
just the same.”
“Do all this acting before your guru Noukhe Jha. Get off, get off quickly, I say.”
“All right. God will do justice.”
“So you are cursing me. I care two hoots for the curses of the Rahikpura Brahmans.” Sumrit calls his daughter:
“Ask your mother to come soon. What is she doing there?”
Sumrit’s wife is still in search of her lost sari. Finally she gives up her search with the remark that one of the
Musahar women must have taken it.
“Let whatever it be, I want to see Noukhe’s daugher-in-law. We are really on very bad terms, yet she once
addressed me as mother. She is a very good girl, and it must be so as she does not belong to the Brahmans of
Rahikpura. She still remains unaffected by the Rahikpura clan.”
When she suddenly enters the delivery-room, she notices Noukhe’s wife trying to hide quickly a dirty sari just
like her lost one under the pillow. She is completely upset. She forgets all about her visit, and abuses gush out of
her mouth like flood water. A Santal woman intervenes and pulls them apart, giving her remark in a most
dispassionate tone:
“Nobody thinks how difficult it is for a woman to get pieces of cloth after childbirth.”
The volunteers cordon off Sumrit’s boat to save it from the Brahmans. The Tiyars shout from the boat:
“These Brahmans are thieves and scoundrels.” The Brahmans shout back:
“Dirty dogs, soon you will be made to know what is what.”
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The boat moves. In the meantime Patrangi has managed to place her goat in the boat stealthily. Sumrit throws
the goat towards the bank, shouting loudly at it:
“I have left other members of your caste behind. Better come with them.”
With a scream Patrangi jumps into the waist-deep water to save her goat.
84.139 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of Freedom\fn{by Begum Anis Kidwai (1906-1980)} Barabanki, Barabanki
District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 6
… September 1947 began, and brought with it many anxieties. In fact from the beginning of the year, news of
Hindu-Muslim riots had been pouring in—from direct action in Calcutta to Noakhali. The heart-breaking events
in Bihar, Rawalpindi, Multan and Garmukhteshwar were still fresh in public memory. Thousands had fled from
Pakistan and already come to India and a several mile long caravan of people whose homes had been wrecked
was creeping towards the India-Pakistan frontier.
At that time I also recall the glee with which votaries of both religions reacted to the news of the riots. One
person gleefully remarked,
“We may have missed out on Calcutta but we taught them a good lesson in Noakhali.”
I looked at him in shocked surprise and wondered what would become of this country which has produced
such brave warriors (by proxy). I said to him,
“Sir, do not gloat so much over the destruction and ruin of others. After two days of glee, you had to cry over
Calcutta. Who knows, we may have to shed tears of blood over Multan and Rawalpindi.”
There was wholesale slaughter of Hindus in Rawalpindi. A Pakistani friend told me about his misfortune. He
said,
“When I arrived in Rawalpindi from London, I saw hundreds of corpses hanging by their hair from trees.
Bewildered I ran away to Mussoorie where I witnessed the same bloody scenes. For a month, I was stuck in a
refugee tamp where my wife had her first child. If Shafi Ahmed Kidwai had not taken care of me, I do not know
what would have happened. Finally, I regained my freedom with Rafi Ahmed Kidwai’s help.
“I still remember the wells of Garhmukhteshwar glutted with corpses, and the children of Bihar being burnt
alive. How can you forget them?”
In the same vein another gentleman, expressing his pleasure remarked,
“In Noakhali only three or four hundred were killed. But I hear four thousand women were converted to Islam.
Four thousand!”
And so saying, his face flushed with pride.
And then I also recall a journalist who, accusing the Government of weakness, declared in anger:
“If I had my way, I would not leave even one Muslim alive. If we do not take revenge for what has happened
to us in Pakistan, we would have done nothing. We must make it difficult for them to live here.”
Not only that, he had surreptitiously begun supporting and helping the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh.
What beastliness was rampant those days! Chicken-hearted individuals were celebrating the plight of other
human beings and well-educated persons were helping to spread the flies of hate and revenge. I kept thinking
what would be the state of those mothers whose infants were seized from their breasts and hurled into the blazing
fire, those young girls seized from their parents and women snatched from their husbands who were forced to
change their religion. What kind of neo-Hindus and neo-Muslims would these mothers and sisters make, whose
hearts have been pierced through and through. A curse on these hideous proselytizers. Hindu or Muslim!
Watching this, I thought with nostalgia of the peace and order of the old regime. I thought of those gentle
people who lived under the heel of British rule, who seemed decent and who could be trusted to respect daughters
and wives.
Only some time ago, in June 1947, cinemas, theaters and other places of entertainment in Mussoorie used to
remain open till 2 a.m. in the morning, and there was liveliness all around. Once out of cussedness, I stayed for
the night with a friend. Both of us walked up to Charleville Gate. There was no fear or apprehension.
On the Mall Road of Mussoorie, below the library, thousands of people would gather to listen to the band of
the Indian National Army, among them burqa-clad women and burly Sikhs. People would entrust their infants to
Pahari errand boys without fear, they would take them round and deposit them safely in their homes in two or
three hours. A ten-year-old girl could be seen walking fearlessly with her four-year-old brother from Charleville to
Collectory Bazaar. India had been partitioned and sometimes fear of impending dangers gripped our hearts.
People were saying,
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“You will see that the newcomers (from Pakistan) would not desist from causing disturbances here too.”
Hindu-Muslim relations were beginning to get strained. Nevertheless, life flowed on its even course.
In the Bhangi Colony in June, my sister who was excitable, got restless and decided that she would catch Bapu
at the prayer meeting and ask him what he had done.
“India belongs to all us, and we have to live and die here. But why this Partition and exchange of population?
How can we who have been dreaming of a huge united country console ourselves?”
As soon as the prayers ended, she darted forward and started elbowing her way through the crowd towards
Gandhiji. But she was prevented by her husband.
“It is not the occasion for it,” he told her. “We will see sometime later.”
By the time he let go of her, Gandhiji had left. She still regrets that she could not pour her heart before to
Gandhiji.
In fact, everybody was fearful that the British policy would succeed in bringing about Partition, and that the
migration of population from here might bring about a catastrophe. One felt angry with the leaders.
*
Now I recall our first Independence Day. From Calcutta to eastern and western Punjab, the country was in a
fog rent with sighs and shrieks. We had freedom drenched in blood and gore. The corpse of independence was
being trampled upon. Women were being robbed of their virtue and Government House echoed with the victims’
cries. Nevertheless we strove to be happy. Despite everything, the yoke of slavery had been cast off. Later,
perhaps, the ghost of communalism would also depart. No doubt the country had been divided, but perhaps, both
communities would be happy in their own parts of the country.
But no. Disappointment and hopelessness overwhelmed us, we felt alienated. Even on such a happy occasion,
our homes were turned to dust. I covered most of the city on foot, rickshaw and car but I came back in the same
mood. There was no happiness anywhere.
My heart sank, as if someone was strangling my happiness. The tricolor did not tug at the heart. The cries of
“Inquilab Zindabad!” had no emotional impact. Our blood was no longer hot. The signboards, slogans and posters
inscribed in Hindi looked as though they were mocking us.
At that moment India was going back to the past, with people donning tilaks on their foreheads. And I
wondered why they had sent for Brahmins from Banaras. Why were they looking for a qazi?\fn{Reciter of the
Qur’an} What will bhikshus do in Government House? I felt suffocated.
Lost in these thoughts I reached Government House. Momentarily I experienced a sense of pride. The national
flag flew on the stately entrance which provided free passage to the common folk. Now, everything here was ours
and our comrades in the national struggle lived in it..
But soon my hear sank again. A language was being spoken there which was stranger to us than English, a
language in the words of Josh (Malihabadi):
Jis ko dewon ke siva koi samajh na sake
Zayr mashq hai woh andaze bayan ay saqi.
(What cannot be understood except by giants,
O Saqi, that is the current style of expression.)

The chowkis on the right side of the dais were adorned with Buddhist priests. Many languages were spoken.
English, Sanskrit, Arabic, chaste Hindi. But not a word in our precious language (Urdu), each expression of which
“sends a hundred flowers in bloom.”
So much was said. But we could make nothing of it. Like me, were many others who had witnessed the scene
with dry throats and bewildered eyes. They returned feeling that their backs were broken. Even the first Governor
of free India, Mrs. Sarojini Naidu, could not read the oath (in Hindi) correctly.
Had we waited for this kind of future all these years? Who wanted to dig up the dead culture from the past?
Who wanted the Government to take on the contract of religions in place of its responsibility for democracy?
This scene was painful—heartbreaking. Our hair stood on end, watching this spectacle of Brahmanism. We
saw a glimpse of the future. Those who had been mere spectators of our struggle for twenty years were pleased
and taunted us.
“See, were we not saying that as soon as we get power, there will be Hindu Raj in India? That is why it has
become essential for us [to] create Pakistan.”
In fact, it is this mentality which has created Pakistan. Another gentleman remarked,
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“I have already written an article showing that Brahmanism has always dominated India. Buddhism spread and
reached its zenith, but Brahmanism suppressed it so well that there’s hardly a trace left in this country. How well
Islam shone in this land! But it also got caught in the coils of Brahmanism, and lost its individuality. Christianity
too bowed to Brahmanism in the shape of the Theosophical Society. Brahmanism will dominate this country.
Gandhiji may knock his head against it, or you people may wail against it, but India cannot be rid of it.”
It needed enormous patience. We were numbed. There was no glimpse of hope, no light ahead. And we were
wondering how workers, peasants and the poor would get out of this morass. We would have to look for a way
out. We had seen through the veil of the Congress, and would have to raise the curtain drawn over reality.
Prognosticators could see in which direction the wind was blowing. The Muslim Leaguers were pleased that they
were not alone in being shorn; others were too. The progressives (of the left) were wondering whether those tried
soldiers who had won the battle against the British would serve the country’s new objectives and whether they
should bolster their strength or try to weaken them. Young men thought of a new battle front in which they would
have to face their own people instead of aliens. A handful of them would have to wade through blood to build a
new India. But who knew that the biggest price would have to be paid by the Father of the Nation himself.
September came again (in 1947). Hardly 15 days had gone by since Indian freedom, than beating and killing
began in Delhi. The tricolors on houses and shops had hardly become grimy when they began to be streaked with
blood. A flood of confusion and disorder from Punjab swamped Delhi, Mussoorie and Dehradun. One day in a
gathering (around Gandhiji), someone remarked that the Ganga of communal riots was flowing throughout the
whole country. Gandhiji laughed and said:
“But its Gangotri is the Punjab.”
The telephones were dead. The mail stopped. Trains stopped. Bridges were demolished. Human beings
crawled like insects in lanes and fields, dying, were trampled upon and robbed. There was such a stampede. God’s
invisible stick was driving them here and there. Probably, India had never witnessed such a storm of murder and
mayhem in her history. Carthage used to enslave the inhabitants of the country it conquered and set them to bake
bricks. India too had witnessed the great battle of Mahabharata. Nadir Shah had sacked Delhi for three days. But
these were of days when even a province and district had the status of a country. Not more than twenty thousand
people died in these large massacres. But what we saw with our own eyes might not have happened since the
beginning of civilization.
In Lucknow, men, women and children, weeping bitterly would beg me to telephone Delhi and get news of
their relations.
“For God’s sake, arrange for our family members to get out of Mussoorie. If any of them has been left alive in
Dehradun, find out their whereabouts.”
I used to pester my brother-in-law in Delhi. Every morning I used to take a walk for a mile or two along La
Montessori Road after prayers, alone. Who could accompany me so early in the morning? But at that time, there
was no menace. However, as September began, the atmosphere began to weigh me down. I would pass by groups
of four or five taking their morning walk, and having heated discussions on the politics of Punjab and India.
One day, seeing them carrying sticks and clubs, noticing the expression on their faces and overhearing their
angry voices, I felt that peace in Lucknow was also going to be disturbed. People at home had been warning me
not to go out on such lonely strolls, but I never heed to them. Sensing this change in the atmosphere, I had to stop
my morning walks.
In the city, peace committees had been formed, in various quarters to try and prevent the breakdown of peace.
Thank God they succeeded in these efforts, and Lucknow was able to preserve its reputation for civilized living.
But news of disturbances exploding elsewhere were enough to destroy our peace of mind: We were less worried
about our relations in Delhi as they were living under some protective arrangements. But anxieties about
Mussoorie had robbed us of sleep at night. We believed that Shafi\fn{ A note reads: Anis Kidwai’s husband Shafi Ahmed
Kidwai was administrator of the Mussoorie Municipal Board at that time .} with his characteristic obstinacy would not leave
Mussoorie. In fact, if prevailed upon to leave, he would become even firmer in his resolve. At this time, as one
gathered from his letter, he was headlong into providing relief and succor to those uprooted by the riots. In this
situation, he was not prepared to come away. His brothers were worried.
He was expected on 21 September in Lucknow on some official business, but soon he called them to postpone
this date. And the date kept on being extended. Earlier he was worried about the safety of some of his relations,
friends and employees in Dehradun. But when the riots caught up with Mussoorie, he was calm.
Mushkilain mujh par pari itni
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Ki asan ho gayen.
(I suffered so many hardships
that I became immune to them.)

He would never write to me about his condition and would instead enquire about the safety of a whole lot of
people. Once he wrote to me:
“I am missing my eldest daughter very much, send me her address so that I may write to her.”
He enquired about me and the children, as if all of us were in peril while he was safe.
But one day a letter came from him in which he related the whole story of Mussoorie. He said,
“While I am writing to you, I hear the din of the populace down below, the sounds of firing and the shrieks and
wails of the victims. Houses and shops are on fire, shops are being looted and the police is watching the spectacle.
This is happening in broad daylight.”
In the next letter, he wrote that he had closed his office and was confined to the house for the last three days.
“It is raining hard. The men who ply horses and mules could not escape the bestiality of the attackers. The
jamandars have covered their corpses with grass and straw.”
The next letter was at the peak of the disturbances. Those happenings broke his heart. He wrote:
“Since 1921, I have seen several phases of the country, witnessed the soul-stirring period of Hindu-Muslim
unity and also seen British atrocities during various Congress movements. I have seen the tumultuous period of
1942 with its upsurge of passion for achieving freedom, and the frenzy of the Muslim League during the elections.
And now I am watching the madness of the majority community. Those days have passed. These will pass too.
But I will remember the partiality and the insensitivity of Government officials.”
In his letter of 27 September, he wrote:
“The telegraph lines have been cut. A telegram from the Government dispatched on 12 September reached
Mussoorie only on the 22 September. One cannot get through to Delhi on the telephone. Four or five days ago, I
thought of talking to Pantji (Pandit Govind Ballabh Pant) about the state of affairs here but I could not get the
telephone line to Lucknow. Both the telephone and the telegraph are useless.”
On his way to the office in Mussoorie, he would see corpses on the road. But who was there to bury them? He
was the only Muslim walking the streets of Mussoorie. There were only some jamadars available to drag the
corpses off the roads or throw them into ditches, covering them with earth or stones so that they were secure from
vultures and kites, and would keep the city air clean. Probably, no municipal administrator had faced such a
gruesome responsibility.
When I thought of all this I felt like committing suicide. He was facing alone the responsibility which belonged
to both of us. And here I was sitting secure in Lucknow. Greatly agitated, one day I started from home with the
intention of going to Mussoorie. .I had gone up to Nazarbagh when my younger brother caught up with me and
asked me not to go as no train could reach Mussoorie safely.
“Don’t go now. You can go sometime later.”
He was anxious about my safety. But I wish I had gone on that day. Shafi would write to me,
“You should not worry about me. Despite the rain, I am attending the office except for one day a week.” His
Muslim employees had been sent to refugee camps. The Hindus did not feel obliged to come to the office. But as
soon as the riots subsided, he felt it essential to keep his office open for the sake of riot relief activities. On 28
September, he wrote a long letter to his brother (Rafi Ahmed Kidwai) and another to a friend. The contents of
both letters were the same. That detailed letter was lost. After Shafi’s murder, when someone asked him about it,
he said he had sent the letter to the District Magistrate of Dehradun. We did not see that letter again and one does
not know why the District Magistrate even postponed the enquiry over his murder after seeing that letter. Why?
Only the District Magistrate could throw light on it. But we have seen the letter he wrote to the friend. In it he
said:
“I go to office every day. People consider this a rash step. But had I let fear overcome me, some accident
would have befallen me by now.” In the next letter he wrote:
“All my Muslim clerks are in refugee camps. I have to get their salaries to them and arrange for money to keep
them alive. I have ordered that they should be treated as if on leave so long as arrangements are not made for their
safe transportation to office and back. To relieve their distress, they should be advanced money from their
Provident Fund. The Education Superintendent is a Congressman, who is hard working and helpful. So long as I
have life in me, I will serve them. I am deeply anguished by the cruelty they have suffered.”
For five days after 1 October, no train could reach Dehradun, nor could the buses and motor lorries which had
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left Dehradun return. He was worried. He wrote:
“I used to listen to the news on radio. But for three days, the radio has also stopped. I do not know why I
cannot telephone Pantji nor talk to my brother on the phone.” And in a letter to my brother and to a friend he
wrote:
“These are the moments for sensing God’s presence and pervasiveness. Pray for me that I may not weaken.
Every man’s day is appointed. Death is inevitable but pray for me that God may give me strength and the fear of
death may not goad me towards any step which I do not consider right.” On another occasion, he wrote:
“There is not a sincere friend or sympathizer around. But even without them, may God keep on fortifying me.”
After 2 October, I got no letter from him. Those days he used to post a letter every day, but it would be no
surprise if they had been intercepted. In October, he used to receive daily threats to his life by letter or telephone.
One of these letters was found in his papers after his death.
Aziz Hayat Khan, who was one of the inmates of the Refugee Camp told us that Mr. Kidwai would visit them
every day on his way to or back from office, listen to their troubles and sorrows and try to tackle them. A day
before his murder, when he came he said:
“Today I have received a warning again.” We asked him what he was going to do about it. He laughed and
said:
“Most definitely, I will not go away.”
Rampur House which was housing refugees had three thousand inmates out of which there were eight hundred
Kashmiris and Ladakhis. Some were laborers while others were also contractors whom the municipality owed
thousands of rupees for the work they had done. On that day, they fell at his feet and prayed that their dues be
paid so that they could go home. Shafi promised them that he would get them paid “tomorrow.”
But when that day came, the Kashmiris wept bitterly that fate had deserted them (Shafi was killed that day).
They did go back from Mussoorie, but as penniless derelicts, to starve in their native land.
Shafi was then engaged in struggling against the communal partiality of Government officials and the
callousness of the majority community. All of them wanted to get him out of the way. On the other hand, he
thought it his duty to confront them. This conflict cost him his life. How could he approve of their activities?
Many feared that he knew too much and should be eliminated. Others wanted to prove themselves protectors of
their community, by killing him. But neither the insistence of his friends in Dehradun nor anxious letters from
home, could avert that fated day.
Now when I think of it, probably it was I who did not insist that he should come away. My brothers would say
to me accusingly that if I put pressure on him, he would come away from Mussoorie. But who knew him better
than me? With what face could I insist? When I compared his courage with my own cowardice, I used to feel
ashamed.
To run away from danger, to retreat before opposition, to take any step against his own conscience was alien to
his nature. He looked upon the country as his native land. He believed that he had as much right to live here and
go about his business as any other person. The ruin of the country was his own ruin. He had to fight for this birthright. With this conviction how could he desist from helping the victims of the riots?
No one had been able to stop him from doing what he thought to be right, and neither did I. Sometime earlier, I
had written to him in these words:
“I think no responsible person should leave his place of duty. It is possible that because of you some tens of
human lives might be saved, and hundreds protected, or the sufferings of others relieved by your personal
position.”
But the truth is that deep down within me I wanted him to come away or find some way to get to him. I longed
to be consumed in the same fire with which he was playing. But I was helpless. Privately, I kept on praying for
him, and forbade my brothers to try to telephone or wire him. Once or twice I myself wrote to him:
“Deep in my heart I want you here. If you come away to Lucknow, it would be better. If only people here
would allow me to leave, I would have been with you myself.”
On 2 October, he wrote to me:
“Anis, do not weaken me. I will not move from here. Let the riots be over, then I will tell the truth to everybody. Otherwise whatever be my fate, only pray to God that I may remain firm of step.”
This reply enhanced my deep-felt respect for him. He could have. run away and saved himself. In fact, that was
what he was being advised to do. But he looked upon Gandhian non-violence as the biggest weapon against
injustice and standing alone on the soil of Mussoorie, he wanted to raise his voice of protest against the ongoing
bestiality. How could I break his resolve, when I was myself convinced of the truth in him?
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With these thoughts I attempted, in vain, to calm myself. But God knows in what agony he spent the next three
or four days. He was all alone. The siege of the foes was tightening around him, with threatening letters and
intimidating telephone calls and the steady steps of approaching death. My God, when I think of those days, I
remember a couplet he recited while having his bath.
Kisi ke munh se na nikla
Mere dafan ke waqt
Ki in peh khak na dalo
Ye hain nahai hue.
(No one should say at the instant of my burial,
Don’t sprinkle earth on him for he is already bathed!)

Such an ominous recitation! I lost my temper and quarreled with him. He kept laughing, but never recited this
couplet again in my presence. This incident keeps coming back to me.
In Dehradun, Mr. Khurshed Lal and others of their own accord got his berth reserved for 18 October and it was
decided to send him to Lucknow. But fate had planned otherwise. Between 9.00 a.m. and 10.00 a.m. on his way to
the office, he was waylaid and killed below Baharistan. Who was the peon with him? Who were the killers?
Where did they come from? Why did the policeman who was posted for his protection only two days earlier stay
at home and not accompany him? So many questions, but neither we nor the peon could answer them! The pistol
which he had kept in his pocket on Khurshed Lal and Azad’s insistence remained in his pocket. Since 1921, I had
not seen him handling a weapon. When they gave him the pistol, he had protested he did not know how to fire it.
They tried to teach him and impressed on him to keep it in his pocket all the time. But at the moment of the fatal
attack he did not consider it necessary to take it out of his pocket. Months later when we got it back, it had been
cleaned up except for some blood spots, which put the seal on his innocence.
After having thrown off his heavy yoke, he must be very happy. He had lived through great hardships and selfdenial. Hardly, one-twentieth of his income was spent on himself; he always gave precedence to the needs and
wishes of others.
For once I was gripped by the fire of revenge but soon I regained control over myself. Where thousands had
been massacred, the thought that he died unsullied was enough to console me; he had never tyrannized, killed or
ruined anyone and he paid the debt which his humanity owed to God and his people.
A friend asked why we hadn’t demanded an investigation and made efforts to trace the killers. What could I tell
her? I had no desire left. The arrow had been shot from the bow. How could it return? The wound in the heart
would become a sore. In life’s wilderness I would not know another spring. Why should I help to get the killer
caught and cause his wife to be widowed? Why should I be the cause of his children being orphaned? Perhaps, the
killer has a mother. Why cause her to writhe in grief? Investigation and punishment for a crime was the business
of the Government. They did not need to request my permission to do it.
What had happened to me was nothing new. The same calamity had befallen thousands or rather lakhs and
lakhs.\fn{Hundreds and hundreds of thousands.} How I wrestled with myself, explained to myself, and prayed that God
give me the strength which Shafi had prayed for, for himself.
A week passed in this state? But how long could it go on? I was alive and for the world I had to present myself
as a living person. Therefore, I began to pull myself together. After four days of hard thinking I came to this
conclusion:
True, I could not join Shafi in Mussoorie. But I would go to Delhi, and submerge my own agony, in that sea of
human suffering which was swamping Delhi. Gandhiji was there with his spirit in action. Delhi, which was an
open book of India’s past, which had been pulled out by the roots as many times as it had been replanted.
Sometimes it had been ransacked by foreigners, sometimes it has been ravaged by its own people and sometimes
by outsiders.
In its ancient book of history a new and bloody chapter began on 5 September 1947. In this storm-tossed city, I
came to drown my deepest grief in the hope that I might find some clue to the future.
Jab kisbti sabito—salim thi
Sahil ki tamanna kaon karey
(Now in my broken boat,
Why should I want to reach the coast.)

When my boat was intact and steady, I never thought of the coast; why wish for it now? …
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22.134 The Faltering Pendulum\fn{by Bhabani Bhattacharya (1906-1988)} Bhagalpur, Bhagalpur District, Bihar State,
India (M) 3
From neighbouring stalls in the Tuesday heat of the village she purchased by a barter of rags the two objects
that were to make the motif of her life for months to come: three ripe pumpkin seeds embedded in the flesh of a
sliced crescent piece, and a month-old goat youngling.
She, the rag-woman, shuffled along the village path at dusk-fall, the pumpkin slice clutched in one hand, the
little white goat (back edges about the eyes, like marks of collyrium) in the crook of the other arm. The goat
craned its neck, sniffing the eatable. A lolling tongue emerged. The woman slapped the narrow face with the bony
back of her palm.
“Have you no shame? Have you no feeling? Are you nothing but a fool goat ?”
She held her thin arms apart.
Even in that early hour she could see the vines grow out of the three pumpkin seeds, lithe-bodied vines
outspread on reed thatch, with profuse gold-yellow flowers, and some flowers were mere ornament but others had
in them the mother-urge of creating, and these bore fruit, the enormous fruit of the pumpkin growing out of a slip
of a tender bright bloom. In a deep way it would be akin to her own inmost throb of fulfillment. The rag-woman
eyed her new pet and gave it a long hard stare and said,
“Are you nothing but a fool goat?”
Her white hair thinning at the top lay drawn at the back of her head, coiled up in a petty bun. Her short slight
frame stooped a little with the burdens of age and a temper. While she had grown in years there had been no
mellowing of the stuff of her life, alone, no kin to stay with her, no consolation save in rags. Those rags, collected
from door to door, were more than her living. Each had a meaning and a story. A smell of life clung on to the castoff clothes of man and woman. Each had its own individual smell of life.
The rag-woman lived with the smells. They kindled a zest in her and fed her fancies. With the rags of people
strewn about her on the mud floor of her shack, she projected herself, she spread out, among the people. Her
aloneness was gone. She felt strangely soothed.
If only she could be rid of the core of temper, the hard nut inside her, that had made her scorned and laughed
at. As she shuffled back from the market that day and drew close to the shadowed mango grove skirting the
weavers’ settlement, her furtive glance cast around and she addressed the inward nut.
“Keep still. Do not toss about. Keep still.”
“Baa-aa!” the goat cried, as though echoing the invocation.
“Baa-aa? What do you know about it, fool goat?”
“Moo-oo!” A soft pitying murmur, tremulous. The woman drew her grey brows together, watchful, the
wrinkled face intent. And the odd wish-thought hit her then:
“He knows. He understands. No fool goat, this.”
“How hold my temper against the young devils who will come dashing in a moment to pester me? What bones
can put up with such harrowing?” she confided to her animal and her eyes had a hunted look while she hurried her
feet, hoping to pass by unseen.
“Rag hag!” shot out the inevitable cry and the grinning face of a youngster peered from the dark of a tree-trunk
screen.
“Keep still,” she muttered, desperate, to the hard core of her temper. “Do not toss about.” Her heart was
beating wildly.
“Rag hag’s got a puppy!” from another tree-trunk. And many voices all about lifted together:
“Rag hag’s got a puppy!”
“A goat, no puppy,” said the woman, hoarse, with violent calm.
“Little white puppy. Rag hag’s got a white puppy.” A youngster sped out of cover and darted, hurtling close by
the woman, with a big yell.
“A goat,” shrilled the woman, fiercely turning round, holding the animal aloft for all to see. “Have maggots
eaten your eyeballs?”
A second youngster dashed up with a yell. “Ho! Rag-hag’s puppy will not walk; it rides on her, the white
puppy.” And he too shot by, passing his friend who was now racing back like an excited colt.
“Your tongue will rot. Vultures will peck at your bones.”
“Ho!” cried the boys with the thoughtless cruelty of youth. “Rag-hag—mad hag!” And their mouths were hard,
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eyes ashine with mirth.
The woman, now utterly lost to reason, an abandoned flotsam on the sweeping tide of her fury, picked up a
brickbat and flung it at the boys.
“The womb that bore you will be dead-wood.” She dashed up crazily, fuming, throwing brickbats, the eyes in
their deep sockets bulging fearfully.
So it went on for a minute, and then with one big shout of laughter and a final “Rag-hag—mad hag!” the boys,
having had their grand fun, melted away in the deep dusk of the orchard.
The woman looked this way and that, hurtling her last brickbats.
“Take this. Take more. Your skull will crack. Your mouths will spit blood. Take one more.”
Spent, gasping, she resumed her walk and as the tossing nut of her temper lay still, she hung her head in utmost
shame.
“You saw?” she murmured to her pet. “That angry thing rolled again in my belly.”
“Mmmm!” agreed the animal.
“You heard? My tongue cursed the children, this vile filthy tongue. May it be torn out from its root.”
“Moo-oo!” came the bleat of sympathy. He understood her! He felt for her! No fool goat. The rag-woman
clasped the animal to her breast as if to fill an emptiness within. Her bleary eyes were wet. She felt soothed.
That was how the rag-woman started her new kinship with the goat youngling. She pattered to the animal all
day long and revealed her suppressed heart. No one had ever cared to listen to her talk because of the temper in
her and the keen edge of her tongue. Only the goat listened and answered in pity and listened again.
The three pumpkin seeds sprouted and the vines spread out. One died but the others grew fast. The rag-woman
collected the black pellets of her animal’s dung and cast them in her patch of earth to mingle with the soil and add
their rich nurture to the growing vines. She hoped that the vines, fed on that dung, would imbibe some essential of
the goat’s being and would listen to the flow of her talk, and even if they could not answer with baa and maa, they
would surely make response by the wag of a tendril, the swing of a leaf.
She was strangely close to the life of the vines, that lone despised woman of a remote Bengal village. For her
they had a being. She could feel the rhythm of their growth and the movement of sap from rootlets—deep in earth
to the thrusting profusion of wide fresh-skinned leaves. She divided herself between her animal and her vines.
Both had her in equal measure.
Then, one day, the blow fell. The vines were in their first bloom. The rag-woman watched, a-thrill. Out of the
sun-washed gold-yellow blooms fruit would come. Seeds-flowers-fruit-seeds, the complete life cycle, immutable.
The first flowers came and went, fruitless. That often happened in the early stage and was not to be worried about.
But it continued well beyond the normal span of time. New plump blooms burst forth every day, their profuse
gold glittering in the hard sun. The blooms died. Not one pumpkin showed itself anywhere on the vines. The
woman scanned the winding, twisted lengths every day with a flutter in her heart, peering under the clumps of
leaves. In vain.
Barren! The two vines were barren! The rag-woman, struck by the thought, stared aghast at the bright-flowered
ones. She trembled and sank down on her knees and she knocked her head on the earth and grieved.
They were dead things, those vines. They had tricked her. Some dream in her was shattered. For, she herself
was a barren one. Widowed in middle age, not once had her womb-flower borne fruit in all the years when she
had a husband. She was all dead-wood inside. And she had entered the being of the young-limbed pumpkin vines,
seeking some fulfillment. The vines had tricked her. It seemed that whatever she touched must become barren.
The temper in her tossed and rattled angrier than ever before, and her tongue renewed its razor edge.
Then it so happened that some folly came upon the goat one day and it grew reckless and flouted the woman,
its mistress. She saw it calmly lopping up the leaves of the vine.
“Keep off!” she cried, but the goat’s answer was challenging and mockful. Later, the goat was nibbling the
vine again. Once more the woman warned it and dragged it away. In a half-hour the persistent goat was again
pillaging the vine. Now the woman’s temper came, a swift fire-burst.
“Dare you?” She clutched the goat’s throat with the claw-like fingers of both hands. She pressed hard, gritting
her gappy teeth in resistless fury, and pressed harder.
“Dare you?”
When her fingers loosened, the goat dropped limply on the mud floor. It was dead. The rag- woman had
throttled her pet.
She shook the inert body. Alarmed, she called the animal by its name. She felt for its breath. Then she sat
awhile in a daze. At last the tears began to pour down her sunken cheeks and she wailed out,
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“My goat, my goat!”
The cry drew alarmed neighbors. They tried to revive the goat, splashing water on its face. Then they tried to
soothe the woman and offered to buy her, helpless one, a new pet from the hat.
But the woman beat her breast, knocked her head on the floor and kept on wailing
“My goat, my goat!”
The day passed. An hour before dusk a young girl came running to the grief-stricken woman as she lay in bed
and called out excitedly,
“The vines! Two little pumpkins, like ducks’ eggs.”
All the village knew about the barren vines; this girl had seized the rare chance of the woman’s preoccupation
with her pain to explore on her own.
The rag-woman looked up in puzzlement and it was some time before the words found their mark. Then she
jerked up to her feet. She did not wipe the wet on her cheeks. Weak-kneed, she tottered after the girl.
“Look—” the girl cried and in that instant the woman was transformed. She gripped the girl’s up-lifted arm
with a quick thrust of her hand. “Take heed, girl,” she cried, her voice trembling. “Take heed not to point your
finger at the younglings of pumpkin. Else, they will shrivel and fall. Growing, unripe things-fruit, flower-bud—all
shrivel and die if pointed at. Nature’s way. Take heed!”
And the girl nodded and closed her fingers tight lest, unwary, they pointed.
The goat had cleared up thick patches of leaves, and on a stripped tendril a tiny pumpkin hung. Another, a yard
away.
Oh, how could she have missed them?
Even in her deep anguish the rag-woman's tear-stained face beamed. The goat was dead, a white heap still
lying on the mud floor. But the pumpkin vines had sprung to fruitful life, after their long barren dead-aliveness. A
balance was achieved. The faltering pendulum had regained its swing.
78.220 A Horse And Two Goats\fn{by Raispuram Krishnaswami Narayan (1906-2001)} Madras, Tamil Nadu State, India
(M) 7
Of the seven hundred thousand villages dotting the map of India, in which the majority of India’s five hundred
million live, flourish, and die, Kritam was probably the tiniest, indicated on the district survey map by a
microscopic dot, the map being meant more for the revenue official out to collect tax than for the guidance of the
motorist, who in any case could not hope to reach it since it sprawled far from the highway at the end of a rough
track furrowed by the iron-hooped wheels of bullock carts. But its size did not prevent its giving itself the
grandiose name Kritam, which meant in Tamil “coronet” or “crown” on the brow of this subcontinent. The village
consisted of less than thirty houses, only one of them built with brick and cement. Painted a brilliant yellow and
blue all over with gorgeous carvings of gods and gargoyles on its balustrade, it was known as the Big House. The
other houses, distributed in four streets, were generally of bamboo thatch, straw, mud, and other unspecified
material. Muni’s was the last house in the fourth street, beyond which stretched the fields. In his prosperous days
Muni had owned a flock of forty sheep and goats and sallied forth every morning driving the flock to the highway
a couple of miles away. There he would sit on the pedestal of a clay statue of a horse while his cattle grazed
around. He carried a crook at the end of a bamboo pole and snapped foliage from the avenue trees to feed his
flock; he also gathered faggots and dry sticks, bundled them, and carried them home for fuel at sunset.
His wife lit the domestic fire at dawn, boiled water in a mud pot, threw into it a handful of millet flour, added
salt, and gave him his first nourishment for the day. When he started out, she would put in his hand a packed
lunch, once again the same millet cooked into a little ball, which he could swallow with a raw onion at midday.
She was old, but he was older and needed all the attention she could give him in order to be kept alive.
His fortunes had declined gradually, unnoticed. From a flock of forty which he drove into a pen at night, his
stock had now come down to two goats which were not worth the rent of a half rupee a month the Big House
charged for the use of the pen in their back yard. And so the two goats were tethered to the trunk of a drumstick
tree which grew in front of his hut and from which occasionally Muni could shake down drumsticks. This
morning he got six. He carried them in with a sense of triumph. Although no one could say precisely who owned
the tree, it was his because he lived in its shadow.
She said, “If you were content with the drumstick, leaves alone, I could boil and salt some for you.”
“Oh, I am tired of eating those leaves. I have a craving to chew the drumstick out of sauce, I tell you.”
“You have only four teeth in your jaw, but your craving is for big things. All right, get the stuff for the sauce,
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and I will prepare it for you. After all, next year you may not be alive to ask for anything. But first get me all the
stuff, including a measure of rice or millet, and I will satisfy your unholy craving. Our store is empty today. Dhal,
chili, curry leaves, mustard, coriander, gingelley oil, and one large potato. Go out and get all this.” He repeated
the list after her in order not to miss any item and walked off to the shop in the third street.
*
He sat on an upturned packing case below the platform of the shop. The shopman paid no attention to him.
Muni kept clearing his throat, coughing, and sneezing until the shopman could not stand it any more and
demanded, “What ails you? You will fly off that seat into the gutter if you sneeze so hard, young man.” Muni
laughed inordinately, in order to please the shopman, at being called “young man.” The shopman softened and
said, “You have enough of the imp inside to keep a second wife busy, but for the fact the old lady is still alive.”
Muni laughed appropriately again at this joke. It completely won the shopman over; he liked his sense of humor
to be appreciated. Muni engaged his attention in local gossip for a few minutes, which always ended with a
reference to the postman’s wife who had eloped to the city some months before.
The shopman felt most pleased to hear the worst of the postman, who had cheated him. Being an itinerant
postman, he returned home to Kritam only once in ten days and every time managed to slip away again without
passing the shop in the third street. By thus humoring the shopman, Muni could always ask for one or two items
of food, promising repayment later. Some days the shopman was in a good mood and gave in, and sometimes he
would lose his temper suddenly and bark at Muni for daring to ask for credit. This was such a day, and Muni
could not progress beyond two items listed as essential components. The shopman was also displaying a
remarkable memory for old facts and figures and took out an oblong ledger to support his observations. Muni felt
impelled to rise and flee. But his self-respect kept him in his seat and made him listen to the worst things about
himself. The shopman concluded,
“If you could find five rupees and a quarter, you would pay off an ancient debt and then could apply for
admission to swarga. How much have you got now?”
“I will pay you everything on the first of next month.”
“As always, and whom do you expect to rob by then?”
Muni felt caughed and mumbled, “My daughter has sent word that she will be sending me money.”
“Have you a daughter?” sneered the shopman. “And she is sending you money! For what purpose, may I
know?”
“Birthday, fiftieth birthday,” said Muni quietly.
“Birthday! How old are you?”
Muni repeated weakly, not being sure of it himself. “Fifty.” He always calculated his age from the time of the
great famine when he stood as high as the parapet around the village well, but who could calculate such things
accurately nowadays with so many famines occurring? The shopman felt encouraged when other customers stood
around to watch and comment. Muni thought helplessly, My poverty is exposed to everybody. But what can I do?
“More likely you are seventy,” said the shopman. “You also forget that you mentioned a birthday five weeks
ago when you wanted castor oil for your holy bath.”
“Bath! Who can dream of a bath when you have to scratch the tank-bed for a bowl of water? We would all be
parched and dead but for the Big House, where they let us take a pot of water from their well.” After saying this
Muni unobtrusively rose and moved off.
*
He told his wife, “That scoundrel would not give me anything. So go out and sell the drumsticks for what they
are worth.”
He flung himself down in a corner to recoup from the fatigue of his visit to the shop. His wife said,
“You are getting no sauce today, nor anything else. I can’t find anything to give you to eat. Fast till the
evening, it’ll do you good. Take the goats and be gone now,” she cried and added, “Don’t come back before the
sun is down.”
He knew that if he obeyed her she would somehow conjure up some food for him in the evening. Only he must
be careful not to argue and irritate her. Her temper was undependable in the morning but improved by evening
time. She was sure to go out and work—grind corn in the Big House, sweep or scrub somewhere, and earn
enough to buy foodstuff and keep a dinner ready for him in the evening.
Unleashing the goats from the drumstick tree, Muni started out, driving them ahead and uttering weird cries
from time to time in order to urge them on. He passed through the village with his head bowed in thought. He did
not want to look at anyone or be accosted. A couple of cronies lounging in the temple corridor hailed him, but he
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ignored their call. They had known him in the days of affluence when he lorded over a flock of fleecy sheep, not
the miserable gawky goats that he had today. Of course he also used to have a few goats for those who fancied
them, but real wealth lay in sheep; they bred fast and people came and bought the fleece in the shearing season;
and then that famous butcher from the town came over on the weekly market days bringing him betel leaves,
tobacco, and often enough some bhang, which they smoked in a hut in the coconut grove, undisturbed by wives
and well-wishers. After a smoke one felt light and elated and inclined to forgive everyone including that brotherin-law of his who had once tried to set fire to his home.
But all this seemed like the memoirs of a previous birth. Some pestilence afflicted his cattle (he could of
course guess who had laid his animals under a curse) and even the friendly butcher would not touch one at half
the price … and now here he was left with the two scraggy creatures. He wished someone would rid him of their
company too. The shopman had said that he was seventy. At seventy, one only waited to be summoned by God.
When he was dead what would his wife do? They had lived in each other’s company since they were children. He
was told on their day of wedding that he was ten years old and she was eight. During the wedding ceremony they
had had to recite their respective ages and names. He had thrashed her only a few times in their career, and later
she had the upper hand. Progeny, none. Perhaps a large progeny would have brought him the blessing of the gods.
Fertility brought merit. People with fourteen sons were always so prosperous and at peace with the world and
themselves. He recollected the thrill he had felt when he mentioned a daughter to that shopman; although it was
not believed, what if he did not have a daughter?—his cousin in the next village had many daughters, and any one
of them was as good as his; he was fond of them all and would buy them sweets if he could afford it.
Still, everyone in the village whispered behind their backs that Muni and his wife were a barren couple. He
avoided looking at anyone; they all professed to be so high up, and everyone else in the village had more money
than he. “I am the poorest fellow in our caste and no wonder that they spurn me, but I won’t look at them either,”
and so he passed on with his eyes downcast along the edge of the street, and people left him also very much alone,
commenting only to the extent, “Ah, there he goes with his two great goats; if he slits their throats, he may have
more peace of mind.” “What has he to worry about anyway? They live on nothing and have nobody to worry
about.” Thus people commented when he passed through the village.
Only on the outskirts did he lift his head and look up. He urged and bullied the goats until they meandered
along to the foot of the horse statue on the edge of the village. He sat on its pedestal for the rest of the day. The
advantage of this was that he could watch the highway and see the lorries and busses pass through to the hills, and
it gave him a sense of belonging to a larger world. The pedestal of the statue was broad enough for him to move
around as the sun traveled up and westward; or he could also crouch under the belly of the horse, for shade.
*
The horse was nearly life-size, molded out of clay, baked, burnt, and brightly colored, and reared its head
proudly, prancing its forelegs in the air and flourishing its tail in a loop; beside the horse stood a warrior with
scythe-like mustachios, bulging eyes, and aquiline nose. The old image-makers believed in indicting a man of
strength by bulging out his eyes and sharpening his moustache tips, and also had decorated the man’s chest with
beads which looked today like blobs of mud through the ravages of sun and wind and rain (when it came), but
Muni would insist that he had known the beads to sparkle like the nine gems\fn{ Referred to here as a commonplace; but
such importance is given to this phrase that the nine gems are recognized as sacred and royal in almost all the countries of Asia—including
India, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Singapore, Myanmar, Cambodia, Vietnam, Indonesia, Thailand, Malaysia—regardless of religious and cultural
differences} at one time in his life. The horse itself was said to have been as white as a dhobi-washed sheet, and had

had on its back a cover of pure brocade of red and black lace, matching the multi-colored sash around the waist of
the warrior. But none in the village remembered the splendor as no one noticed its existence. Even Muni, who
spent all his waking hours at its foot, never bothered to look up. It was untouched by the young vandals of the
village who gashed tree trunks with knives and tried to topple off milestones and inscribed lewd designs on all the
walls. This statue had been closer to the population of the village at one time, when this spot bordered the village;
but when the highway was laid through (or perhaps when the tank and wells dried up completely here) the village
moved a couple of miles inland.
Muni sat at the foot of the statue, watching his two goats graze in the arid soil among the cactus and lantana
bushes. He looked at the sun; it had tilted westward no doubt, but it was not the time yet to go back home; if he
went too early his wife would have no food for him. Also he must give her time to cool off her temper and feel
sympathetic, and then she would scrounge and mange to get some food. He watched the mountain road for a time
signal. When the green bus appeared around the bend he could leave, and his wife would feel pleased that he had
let the goats feed long enough.
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He noticed now a new sort of vehicle coming down at full speed. It looked both like a motor car and a bus. He
used to be intrigued by the novelty of such spectacles, but of late work was going on at the source of the river on
the mountain and an assortment of people and traffic went past him, and he took it all casually and described to
his wife, later in the day, not everything as he once did, but only some things, only if he noticed anything special.
Today, while he observed the yellow vehicle coming down, he was wondering how to describe it later when it
sputtered and stopped in front of him.
A red-faced foreigner who had been driving it got down and went round it, stooping, looking, and poking
under the vehicle; then he straightened himself up, looked at the dashboard, stared in Muni’s direction, and
approached him. “Excuse me, is there a gas station nearby, or do I have to wait until another car comes—” He
suddenly looked up at the clay horse and cried, “Marvelous!” without completing his sentence.
Muni felt he should get up and run away, and cursed his age. He could not readily put his limbs into action;
some years ago he could outrun a cheetah, as happened once when he went to the forest to cut fuel and it was then
that two of his sheep were mauled—a sign that bad times were coming. Though he tried, he could not easily
extricate himself from his seat, and then there was also the problem of the goats. He could not leave them behind.
The red-faced man wore khaki clothes—evidently a policeman or a soldier. Muni said to himself, “He will
chase or shoot if I start running. Sometimes dogs chase only those who run—O Shiva protect me. I don’t know
why this man should be after me.” Meanwhile the foreigner cried, “Marvelous!” again, nodding his head. He
paced around the statue with his eyes fixed on it. Muni sat frozen for a while, and then fidgeted and tried to edge
away. Now the other man suddenly pressed his palms together in a salute, smiled, and said, “Namaste! How do
you do?”
At which Muni spoke the only English expressions he had learnt, “Yes, no.” Having exhausted his English
vocabulary, he started in Tamil: “My name is Muni. These two goats are mine, and no one can gainsay it—though
our village is full of slanderers these days who will not hesitate to say that what belongs to a man doesn’t belong
to him.” He rolled his eyes and shuddered at the thought of evil-minded men and women peopling his village.
The foreigner faithfully looked in the direction indicated by Muni’s fingers, gazed for a while at the two goats
and the rocks, and with a puzzled expression took out his silver cigarette-case and lit a cigarette. Suddenly
remembering the courtesies of the season, he asked, “Do you smoke?” Muni answered, “Yes, no.” Whereupon the
red-faced man took a cigarette and gave it to Muni, who received it with surprise, having had no offer of a smoke
from anyone for years now. Those days when he smoked bhang were gone with his sheep and the large-hearted
butcher. Nowadays he was not able to find even matches, let along bhang. (His wife went across and borrowed a
fire at dawn from a neighbor.) He had always wanted to smoke a cigarette; only once had the shopman given him
one on credit, and he remembered how good it had tasted. The other flicked the lighter open and offered a light to
Muni. Muni felt so confused about how to act that he blew on it and put it out. The other, puzzled but undaunted,
flourished his lighter, presented it again, and lit Muni’s cigarette.
Muni drew a deep puff and started coughing; it was racking, no doubt, but extremely pleasant. When his cough
subsided he wiped his eyes and took stock of the situation, understanding that the other man was not an inquisitor
of any kind. Yet, in order to make sure, he remained wary. No need to run away from a man who gave him such a
potent smoke. His head was reeling from the effect of one of those strong American cigarettes made with roasted
tobacco. The man said, “I come from New York,” and took out a wallet from his hip pocket and presented his
card.
Muni shrank away from the card. Perhaps he was trying to present a warrant and arrest him. Beware of khaki,
one part of his mind warned. Take all the cigarettes or bhang or whatever is offered, but don’t get caught. Beware
of khaki. He wished he weren’t seventy as the shopman had said. At seventy one didn’t run, but surrendered to
whatever came. He could only ward off trouble by talk. So he went on, all in the chaste Tamil for which Kritam
was famous. (Even the worst detractors could not deny that the famous poetess Avvaiyar was born in this area,\fn
{She was a 2nd century AD poetess, born in Dharmapuri, in Tamil Nadu State, southwestern India. In Muppandal, a small village in the
Kanyakumari District of Tamil Nadu, there is an image of Avvaiyar. This is also the place by tradition where she is said to have died. Below
is her poetic work Aathichoodi, a collection of single-line quotations written by Avvaiyar and organized in alphabetical order. They form a
collection of insightful quotes expressed in simple words and written expressly for young children, teaching good habits, discipline and
good works for all; often they among the very first literature that children are exposed to in Tamil Nadu schools. They are arranged here as
a single paragraph, in the order that W lists them, to conserve space:W/H} although no one could say whether it was in Kritam

or Kuppam, the adjoining village.)
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Intend to do right deeds | Anger subsides with time | Help others as much as you can | Do not stop charitable deeds |
Don’t brag about your riches or talents | Never lose hope or motivation | Do not despise numbers and letters (both are
important to learn) | Begging is disgraceful | Share with the needy before you eat | Adapt to your changing world |
Never stop learning | Do not talk bad about others due to jealousy | Don’t exaggerate what you saw | Bend to befriend |
Shower regularly | Sweeten your speech | Judiciously space your home | Befriend the best | Protect your parents | Don’t
forget gratitude | Husbandry has its season | Don’t land-grab | Desist demeaning deeds | Don’t play with snakes | Cotton
bed better for comfort | Don’t wile | Detest the disorderly | Learn when young | Never forget your sacred duty | Oversleeping is obnoxious | Forget scolding others | Hold fasting | Live according to days | Remove Poverty | Don’t lose
character | Don’t forsake friends | Abandon animosity | Learn by questioning | Learn handicraft | Don’t swindle | Ban all
illegal games | Don’t vilify | Honor your Lands Constitution | Associate with the noble | Stop exaggeration | Remember
to be righteous | Don’t hurt others feelings | Don’t gamble | Act best | Seek out good friends | Avoid being insulted |
Don't show fatigue in conversation | Don't be a lazybones | Be trustworthy | Be kind to the unfortunate | Serve the
protector | Don’t sin | Don’t attract suffering | Deliberate every action | Don’t defame the divine | Live in unison with
your countrymen | Don’t listen to the designing | Don’t forget your past glory | Don’t compete if sure of defeat | Adhere
to the beneficial | Do nationally agreeable | Don’t depart from good standing | Don’t jump into a watery grave | Don’t
over snack | Read lot of books | Do agriculture | Exhibit good manners always | Don’t involve in destruction | Don’t
dabble in sleaze | Avoid unhealthy lifestyle | Speak no vulgarity | Keep away from the vicious | Watch out for self
incrimination | Follow path of honor | Protect your benefactor | Cultivate the land and feed | Seek help from the old and
wise | Eradicate ignorance | Don’t comply with idiots | Protect and enhance your wealth | Don't encourage war | Don't
vacillate | Don't accommodate your enemy | Don't over dramatize | Don't be a glutton | Don't join an unjust fight | Don't
agree with the stubborn | Stick with your exemplary wife | Listen to men of quality | Dissociate from the jealous | Speak
with clarity | Hate any desire for lust | Don't self-praise | Don't gossip or spread rumor | Long to learn | Work for a
peaceful life | Lead exemplary life | Live amicably | Don't be harsh with words and deeds | Don't premeditate harm | Be
an early-riser | Never join your enemy | Be impartial in judgment

Out of this heritage the Tamil language gushed through Muni in an unimpeded flow. He said, “Before God, sir,
Bhagwan, who sees every thing, I tell you, sir, that we know nothing of the case. If the murder was committed,
whoever did it will not escape. Bhagwan is all-seeing. Don’t ask me about it. I understand nothing.” A body had
been found mutilated and thrown under a tamarind tree at the border between Kritam and Kuppam a few weeks
before, giving rise to much gossip and speculation. Muni added an explanation, “Anything is possible there.
People over there will stop at nothing.” The foreigner nodded his head and listened courteously though he
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understood nothing.
“I am sure you know when this horse was made,” said the red man and smiled ingratiatingly.
Muni reacted to the relaxed atmosphere by smiling himself, and pleaded, “Please go away, sir, I know nothing.
I promise we will hold him for you if we see any bad character around, and we will bury him up to his neck in a
coconut pit if he tries to escape; but our village has always had a clean record. Must definitely be the other
village.”
Now the red man implored, “Please, please, I will speak slowly, please try to understand me. Can’t you
understand even a simple word of English? Everyone in this country seems to know English. I have got along
with English everywhere in this country, but you don’t speak it. Have you any religious or spiritual scruples for
avoiding the English speech?”
Muni made some indistinct sounds in his throat and shook his head. Encouraged, the other went on to explain
at length, uttering each syllable with care and deliberation. Presently he sidled over and took a seat beside the old
man, explaining, “You see, last August, we probably had the hottest summer in history, and I was working in
shirt-sleeves in my office on the fortieth floor of the Empire State Building. You must have heard of the power
failure, and there I was stuck for four hours, no elevator, no air conditioning. All the way in the train I kept
thinking, and the minute I reached home in Connecticut, I told my wife Ruth, ‘We will visit India this winter, it’s
time to look at other civilizations.’ Next day she called the travel agent first thing and told him to fix it, and so
here I am. Ruth came with me but is staying back at Srinagar, and I am the one doing the rounds and joining her
later.”
Muni looked reflective at the end of this long peroration and said, rather feebly, “Yes, no,” as a concession to
the other’s language, and went on in Tamil, “When I was this high,” he indicated a foot high, “I heard my uncle
say …”
No one can tell what he was planning to say as the other interrupted him at this stage to ask. “Boy, what is the
secret of your teeth? How old are you?”
The old man forgot what he had started to say and remarked, “Sometimes we too lose our cattle. Jackals or
cheetahs may carry them off, but sometimes it is just theft from over in the next village, and then we will know
who has done it. Our priest at the temple can see in the camphor flame the face of the thief, and when he is caught
…” He gestured with his hands a perfect mincing of meat.
The American watched his hands intently and said, “I know what you mean. Chop something? Maybe I am
holding you up and you want to chop wood? I do enjoy it, you know, just a hobby. We get a lot of driftwood along
the backwater near my house, and on Sundays I do nothing but chop wood for the fireplace. I really feel different
when I watch the fire in the fireplace, although it may take all the sections of the Sunday New York Times to get a
fire started,” and he smiled at this reference.
Muni felt totally confused but decided the best thing would be to make an attempt to get away from this place.
He tried to edge out, saying, “Must go home,” and turned to go. The other seized his shoulder and said
desperately, “Is there no one, absolutely no one here, to translate for me?” He looked up and down the road, which
was deserted in this hot afternoon; a sudden gust of wind churned up the dust and dead leaves on the roadside into
a ghostly column and propelled it towards the mountain road. The stranger almost pinioned Muni’s back to the
statue and asked, “Isn’t this statue yours? Why don’t you sell it to me?”
The old man now understood the reference to the horse, thought for a second, and said in his own language. “I
was an urchin this high when I heard my grandfather explain this horse and warrior, and my grandfather himself
was this high when he heard his grandfather, whose grandfather …”
The other man interrupted him with, “I don’t want to seem to have stopped here for nothing. I will offer you a
good price for this,” he said, indicating the horse. He had concluded without the least doubt that Muni owned this
mud horse. Perhaps he guessed by the way he sat at its pedestal, like other souvenir-sellers in this country
presiding over their wares.
Muni followed the man’s eyes and pointing fingers and dimly understood the subject matter and, feeling
relieved that the theme of the mutilated body had been abandoned at least for the time being, said again,
enthusiastically, “I was this high when my grandfather told me about this horse and the warrior, and my
grandfather was this high when he himself …” and he was getting into a deeper bog of reminiscence each time he
tried to indicate the antiquity of the statue.
The Tamil that Muni spoke was stimulating even as pure sound, and the foreigner listened with fascination. “I
wish I had my tape-recorder here,” he said, assuming the pleasantest expression. “Your language sounds
wonderful. I get a kick out of every word you utter, here”—he indicated his ears—“but you don’t have to waste
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your breath in sales talk. I appreciate the article. You don’t have to explain its points.”
“I never went to a school, in those days only Brahmin went to schools, but we had to go out and work in the
fields morning till night, from sowing to harvest time … and when Pongal came and we had cut the harvest, my
father allowed me to go out and play with others at the tank, and so I don’t know the Parangi\fn{ Foreign} language
you speak, even little fellows in your country probably speak the Parangi language, but here only learned men and
officers know it. We had a postman in our village who could speak to you boldly in your language, but his wife
ran away with someone and he does not speak to anyone at all nowadays. Who would if a wife did what she did?
Women must be watched; otherwise they will sell themselves and the home,” and he laughed at his own quip.
The foreigner laughed heartily, took out another cigarette, and offered it to Muni, who now smoked with ease,
deciding to stay on if the fellow was going to be so good as to keep up his cigarette supply. The American now
stood up on the pedestal in the attitude of a demonstrative lecturer and said, running his finger along some of the
carved decorations around the horse’s neck, speaking slowly and uttering his words syllable by syllable, “I could
give a sales talk for this better than anyone else … This is a marvelous combination of yellow and indigo, though
faded now … How do you people of this country achieve these flaming colors?”
Muni, now assured that the subject was still the horse and not the dead body, said, “This is our guardian, it
means death to our adversaries. At the end of Kali Yuga, this world and all other worlds will be destroyed, and the
Redeemer will come in the shape of a horse called Kalki; this horse will come to life and gallop and trample down
all bad men.”

As he spoke of bad men the figures of his shopman and his brother-in-law assumed concrete forms in his mind,
and he reveled for a moment in the predicament of the fellows under the horse’s hoof: served him right for trying
to set fire to his home …
While he was brooding on this pleasant vision, the foreigner utilized the pause to say, “I assure you that this
will have the best home in the U.S.A. I’ll push away the bookcase, you know I love books and am a member of
five book clubs, and the choice and bonus volumes really mount up to a pile in our living-room, as high as this
horse itself. But they’ll have to go. Ruth may disapprove, but I will convince her. The T.V. may have to be shifted
too. We can’t have everything in the living-room. Ruth will probably say what about when we have a party? I’m
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going to keep him right in the middle of the room. I don’t see how that can interfere with the party—we’ll stand
around him and have our drinks.”
Muni continued his description of the end of the world. “Our pundit discoursed at the temple once how the
oceans are going to close over the earth in a huge wave and swallow us—this horse will grow bigger than the
biggest wave and carry on its back only the good people and kick into the floods the evil ones—plenty of them
about,” he said reflectively. “Do you know when it is going to happen?” he asked.
The foreigner now understood by the tone of the other that a question was being asked and said, “How am I
transporting it? I can push the seat back and make room in the rear. That van can take in an elephant”—waving
precisely at the back of the seat.
Muni was still hovering on visions of avatars and said again, “I never missed our pundit’s discourses at the
temple in those days during every bright half of the month, although he’d go on all night, and he told us that
Vishnu is the highest god. Whenever evil men trouble us, he comes down to save us. He has come many times.
The first time he incarnated as a great fish, and lifted the scriptures on his back when the floods and sea-waves
…”
“I am not a millionaire, but a modest businessman. My trade is coffee.”
Amidst all this wilderness of obscure sound Muni caught the word “coffee” and said, “If you want to drink
‘Kapi’, drive further up, in the next town, they have Friday market, and there they open ‘kapi-otels’—so I learn
from passers-by. Don’t think I wander about. I go nowhere and look for nothing.” His thoughts went back to the
avatars. “The first avatar was in the shape of a little fish in a bowl of water, but every hour it grew bigger and
bigger and became in the end a huge whale which the seas could not contain, and on the back of the whale the
holy books were supported, saved, and carried.” Having launched on the first avatar it was inevitable that he
should go on to the next, a wild boar on whose tusk the earth was lifted when a vicious conqueror of the earth
carried it off and hid it at the bottom of the sea. After describing this avatar Muni concluded, “God will always
save us whenever we are troubled by evil beings. When we were young we staged at full moon the story of the
avatars. That’s how I know the stories; we played them all night until the sun rose, and sometimes the European
collector would come to watch, bringing his own chair. I had a good voice and so they always taught me songs
and gave me the women’s roles. I was always Goddess Laxmi, and they dressed me in a brocade sari, loaned from
the Big House …”
The foreigner said, “I repeat I am not a millionaire. Ours is a modest business; after all, we can’t afford to buy
more than sixty minutes’ T.V. time in a month, which works out to two minutes a day, that’s all, although in the
course of time we’ll maybe sponsor a one-hour show regularly if our sales graph continues to go up …”
Muni was intoxicated by the memory of his theatrical days and was about to explain how he had painted his
face and wear a wig and diamond earrings when the visitor, feeling that he had spent too much time already, said,
“Tell me, will you accept a hundred rupees or not for the horse? I’d love to take the whiskered soldier also but
I’ve no space for him this year. I’ll have to cancel my air ticket and take a boat home, I suppose. Ruth can go by
air if she likes, but I will go with the horse and keep him in my cabin all the way if necessary,” and he smiled at
the picture of himself voyaging across the seas hugging this horse. He added, “I will have to pad it with straw so
that it doesn’t break …”
“When we played Ramayana,\fn{An ancient epic poem in Sanskrit which details the life and adventures of Ramachandra, his
winning of Sita for a wife, the rape of Sita by the demon king Ravana, of Ceylon, her rescue by Rama, and Rama’s final transportation to
heaven.} they dressed me as Sita,” added Muni, “A teacher came and taught us the songs for the drama and we

gave him fifty rupees. He incarnated himself as Rama, and he alone could destroy Ravana, the demon with ten
heads who shook all the worlds; do you know the story of Ramayana?”
“I have my station-wagon as you see. I can push the seat back and take the horse in if you will just lend me a
hand with it.”
“Do you know Mahabbarata? Krishna was the eighth avatar of Vishnu, incarnated to help the Five Brothers
regain their kingdom. When Krishna was a baby he danced on the thousand-hooded giant serpent and trampled it
to death; and then he suckled the breasts of the demoness and left them flat as a disc though when she came to
him her bosoms were large, like mounds of earth on the banks of a dug-up canal.” He indicated two mounds with
his hands. The stranger was completely mystified by the gesture. For the first time he said, “I really wonder what
you are saying because your answer is crucial. We have come to the point when we should be ready to talk
business.”
“When the tenth avatar comes, do you know where you and I will be?” asked the old man.
“Lend me a hand and I can lift off the horse from its pedestal after picking out the cement at the joints. We can
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do anything if we have a basis of understanding.”
At this stage the mutual mystification was complete, and there was no need even to carry on a guessing game
as the meaning of words. The old man chattered away in a spirit of balancing off the credits and debits of
conversational exchange, and said in order to be on the credit side,
“O honorable one, I hope God has blessed you with numerous progeny. I say this because you seem to be a
good man, willing to stay beside an old man and talk to him, while all day I have none to talk to except when
somebody stops by to ask for a piece of tobacco. But I seldom have it, tobacco is not what it used to be at one
time, and I have given up chewing. I cannot afford it nowadays.” Noting the other’s interest in his speech, Muni
felt encouraged to ask, “How many children have you?” with appropriate gestures with his hands. Realizing that a
question was being asked, the red man replied, “I said a hundred,” which encouraged Muni to go into details,
“How many of your children are boys and how many girls? Where are they? Is your daughter married? Is it
difficult to find a son-in-law in your country also?”
In answer to these questions the red man dashed his hand into his pocket and brought forth his wallet in order
to take immediate advantage of the bearish trend in the market. He flourished a hundred- rupee currency note and
asked, “Well, this is what I meant.”
The old man now realized that some financial element was entering their talk. He peered closely at the
currency note, the like of which he had never seen in his life; he knew the five and ten by their colors although
always in other people’s hands, while his own earning at any time was in coppers and nickels. What was this man
flourishing the note for? Perhaps asking for change. He laughed to himself at the notion of anyone coming to him
for changing a thousand- or ten-thousand-rupee note. He said with a grin, “Ask our village headman, who is also
a moneylender; he can change even a lakh of rupees\fn{An hundred thousand—or a large number—of rupees.} in gold
sovereigns if you prefer it that way; he thinks nobody knows, but dig the floor of his puja room\fn{His worship
room; his chapel.} and your head will reel at the sight of the hoard. The man disguises himself in rags just to mislead
the public. Talk to the headman yourself because he goes mad at the sight of me. Someone took away his
pumpkins with the creeper and he, for some reason, thinks it was me and my goats … that’s why I never let my
goats be seen anywhere near the farms.” His eyes traveled to his goats nosing about, attempting to wrest nutrition
from minute greenery peeping out of rock and dry earth.
The foreigner followed his look and decided that it would be a sound policy to show an interest in the old
man’s pets. He went up casually to them and stroked their backs with every show of courteous attention. Now the
truth dawned on the old man. His dream of a lifetime was about to be realized. He understood that the red man
was actually making an offer for the goats.
He had reared them up in the hope of selling them some day and, with the capital, opening a small shop on this
very spot. Sitting here, watching the hills, he had often dreamt how he would put up a thatched roof here, spread a
gunny sack out on the grounds, and display on it fried nuts, colored sweets, and green coconut for the thirsty and
famished wayfarers on the highway, which was sometimes very busy. The animals were not prize ones for a cattle
show, but he had spent his occasional savings to provide them some fancy diet now and then, and they did not
look too bad. While he was reflecting thus, the red man shook his hand and left on his palm one hundred rupees in
tens now. “It is all for you or you may share it if you have a\fn{ The text has: the.} partner.”
The old man pointed at the station-wagon and asked, “Are you carrying them off in that?”
“Yes, of course,” said the other, understanding the transportation part of it.
The old man said, “This will be their first ride in a motor car. Carry them off after I get out of sight, otherwise
they will never follow you, but only me even if I am traveling on the path to Yama Loka.” He laughed at his own
joke, brought his palms together in a salute, turned rounds and went off, and was soon out of sight beyond a
clump of thicket.
The red man looked at the goats grazing peacefully. Perched on the pedestal of the horse, as the westerly sun
touched the ancient faced colors of the statue with a fresh splendor, he ruminated, “He must be gone to fetch some
help, I suppose!” and settled down to wait. When a truck came downhill, he stopped it and got the help of a
couple of men to detach the horse from its pedestal and place it in his station-wagon. He gave them five rupees
each, and for a further payment they siphoned off gas from the truck and helped him to start his engine.
Muni hurried homeward with the cash securely tucked away at his waist in his dhoti. He shut the street door
and stole up softly to his wife as she squatted before the lit oven wondering if by a miracle food would drop from
the sky. Muni displayed his fortune for the day. She snatched the notes from him, counted them by the glow of the
fire, and cried, “One hundred rupees! How did you come by it? Have you been stealing?”
“I have sold our goats to a red-faced man. He was absolutely crazy to have them, gave me all this money and
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carried them off in his motor car!”
Hardly had these words left his lips when they heard bleating outside. She opened the door and saw the two
goats at her door.
“Here they are!” she said. “What’s the meaning of all this?”
He muttered a great curse and seized one of the goats by its ears and shouted, “Where is that man? Don’t you
know you are his? Why did you come back?” The goat only wriggled in his grip. He asked the same question of
the other too. The goat shook itself off. His wife glared at him and declared,
“If you have thieved, the police will come tonight and break your bones. Don’t involve me. I will go away to
my parents …”
1907
68.130 A Mouthful Of Water, A Mouthful Of Blood\fn{by by N. G. Gore (1907-1993))} Ratnagiri District,
Maharashtra State, India (M) 5
In the sky not even a cloud as large as the palm of one’s hand could be seen, and the whole firmament glowed
like a will o’ the wisp. Outside was sunlight, yellow, yellow and harsh and humid, and from the cracked. earth
were emerging puffs of steamy air. Our train, like a fly that has emerged from gur-syrup and might drag itself
slowly, was scraping its way along towards Allahabad. In our carriage, of course, there was no small crowd, but
still one was able to go over to the toilet at least, stepping on fellow passengers’ luggage or even their feet. But
every traveler knew that once the crowd of people gathered at Allahabad station pushed their way into the
carriage, one would not even have that kind of room. So once the train moved forward, having passed the outer
signal cabin at Allahabad, and the rattle of the rail points could be heard, every passenger gathered himself
together in his place and sat tight. Passengers near the windows brought down the shutters. And, the way soldiers
in a forward battle position sit facing the expected enemy, we took our positions. How was this new kinship
formed in an instant among the hundred passengers already crammed into that carriage?
Just then the train arrived at the Allahabad platform. Even before the train stopped with a jerk, our carriage was
besieged by soldiers in dirty green uniforms. It was as if the entire platform was covered by these soldiers,
running about here and there in their boots, which clacked and clattered because of their inch-thick soles. At the
door of our carriage was a vast-bodied Marwari, who had spread just as large a bedroll on which he had been
lounging since we left Moghalsarai. Now, the door having been flung open, he was squeezed within and he started
yowling like a fox with its leg in a trap. All of us too started squealing pathetically, in Hindi, sentences like:
“Don’t enter, there’s no room here!”
But who cared about our yelping and squealing? Bearded and moustached Sikh soldiers, Punjabi and Jat
soldiers wearing berets with crests—they all blundered and banged their way into the carriage. Right away they
pushed up the shutters of the platform-side windows with a clatter; and then they began to shove in through the
windows such quantities of baggage—rifles, kit-bags, bedrolls, great hulking trunks—they piled up a veritable
mountain of these in the carriage. Here their gear was coming in through the windows, and there the soldiers
through the door. And all of us passengers inside were quite irritated. Already our clothes were stinking mostly of
sweat and a layer of coal dust gathered on our faces and arms. The train already delayed by three or four hours—
we were really quite tired and sour. And now, besides, this swarm of locusts had descended. Losing my temper at
this state of affairs I spoke with some irritation.
“Why has this misfortune come to us, goodness knows! Why didn’t they blunder into the military van!”
“They are military men. Who’s to question them? Consider yourself fortunate that they haven’t flung you out
of the carriage!” said an old Muslim, sitting on the bench across from me, rolling a tobacco-laden gob of spit
around in his mouth.
“You spoke quite true, Baba,” supplemented a middle-aged woman from behind a burqa, drawn down over her
face. “The military men are quite a barbarous caste! They don’t feel any pity or compassion, do they?”
All of us older passengers in the carriage, were saying similar things amongst ourselves about these new
passengers. But they paid no attention to that. They were absorbed in stowing away their gear. Placing their heavy
trunks on the floor, they put their kit bags on top of them, and somehow squeezed out sitting space for themselves.
The sweat that had broken out on their bodies was visible even through their clothes. We were of course drenched
in sweat. We were flapping-and-fluttering and chittering like cocks grabbed by the butcher’s hand. Just then a
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broad, well-built Sikh among them, with three stripes, stood up and said in his broad voice:
“Done with stowing the gear?”
“Yes, Sardarji.”
“Then relax now.” Saying this he loosened the buckle on the belt about his waist, and said to himself as he was
sitting down: ”The war’s over, at last! About to see the sight of home after five years!”
This sentence had hardly emerged from his mouth, which was covered with a forest of beard and whiskers,
when his eyes suddenly filled with tears, and stooping forward a little, he sat without moving. A tall Punjabi man
sitting next to him, pushing up the curling ends of his moustaches with the back of his hand, said:
“Don’t worry, yar. That we’ve returned alive from hell is Khuda’s mercy! God willing, everything will come
out right here on!”
Who knows to what extent the Sardarji’s heart perked up at his friend’s reassurance! But he sat up straight
again, and, fondling his beard, he muttered:
“Waheguru! Waheguru!”
Just then, from the back of the bench a fair little hand fell on Sardarji’s shoulder, and someone in a sugary and
innocent voice, said:
“Chachaji! Chachaji!”
All of us started to look on. A fair child, with pale mischievous eyes, and hair like the red-brown beard of a
head of corn, was talking, his little hands, like a rabbit’s soft paws, were on the Sikh soldier’s shoulders,
“Chachaji! Uncle!”
Turning around, the Sikh took both the child’s hands in his own, and held them for quite some time. The child
was staring at him boldly, cheekily, and he at the child, for so long. Such a great big soldier, like a boulder, was
thawing within, it seemed, from that delicate contact, melting. Yet not a word broke out from his mouth. The awe
created at first in the mind of the child by the Sardarji’s huge presence, his military uniform, thick jungle of beard
and whiskers, disappeared in a moment. And hooking his pink little fingers in his beard, he bubbled with laughter,
“Look, Ma, a lion!”
Sitting beside him in her burqa, his mother said to him in tones of intimidation:
“Anwar! You are such a shameless child!”
But it appeared that Sardarji had appreciated Anwar’s joke. Placing a finger on the child’s cheek, he laughed
and said:
“So, I am a lion; what are you then? A rabbit, right?”
We were watching all this with fond admiration. But I was thinking to myself, where have this mother and
child come from? That woman and the boy hadn’t been in our carriage before Allahabad. Then how did they even
enter through that mad rush of people? We were surprised. These two must have been flung in willy-nilly, having
got entangled in the flood of people. We were looking in curiosity at the soft and round boy like a baby rabbit, and
he was asking Sardarji question after question:
“When will our train start?”
“It’ll start in a moment.”
“Why have you got on these clothes?”
“We soldier folk have to wear such clothes.”
“What do you do with this bundook?”
“Shoot a bullet at some people—Bang!”
“Who?”
“People.”
“Why?”
“Because they trouble you!” Knowing that Anwar’s questions will never end, his mother said:
“Anwar, how much longer will you chatter! Sardarji will say that Anwar is a very naughty boy, he troubles us
greatly!”
To show his mother that he wasn't going to give in before her threat, he kept his hands on Sardarji’s shoulders,
and leaning towards his mother he said:
“And then Sardarji will shoot me with a bullet?”
Sardarji quickly drew him close to himself, and lovingly pinching his cheek, he said:
“Fool—see how he talks! No one would shoot a chirruping bulbul like you, would he?” And, wanting to turn
his talk in another direction, he said:
“Well, what goodies do you want, come on, tell!” Anwar said carelessly: “I don’t want goodies.” And then
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suddenly he remembered that he was thirsty. He turned to his mother and shoving himself into her arms he began
to nag,
“Ammi, give me water! I am thirsty!” Offering the empty mug of water to him, the mother said:
“You know, don’t you, that in the rush of people a while ago, all the water spilled? Now don’t you nag me
about water! Now you’ll get water only after reaching Lucknow … nothing before that.”
Sardarji stood up quickly and said:
“Behnji, give me the iota, I’ll fill it and bring it back in a moment.” Saying this he took the mug, and shoved
half of his body out of a window! His mate was saying:
“Udham Singh, hey, it’s time for the train to leave. I’ll give you some from my water bottle, don’t you go.”
But, saying, “I’ll fetch it in a jiffy,” Udham Singh leapt onto the platform and ran towards the water tap. After a
minute or so, giving a long whistle, the train moved. Passengers near the windows were leaning out to look. His
companions were yelling to Udham Singh, who had started running like the wind to get to his carriage, “Come
back at the next station,” and some were saying, “Come, run a little faster!”
Anwar was astonished at all this fuss. Did I do something wrong? Did chachaji fall out of the train? Because of
this uncertainty, the mischief in his eyes had curdled. His thirst and the hot sun had put a burnt-red veneer on his
face. The train had begun to gather speed. Saying, “He won’t come now,” the Punjabi Muslim soldier held before
Anwar his own water bottle. Even before Anwar had taken a couple of sips from it, we heard from the door the
Sardarji’s voice:
“Anwar, see, I brought the water!”
The moment he heard these words, Anwar quickly pushed away the water bottle, and started to drink from the
mug which Sardarji offered him. Sardarji was holding the mug with one hand, and the thick fingers of his other
hand were caressing Anwar’s silky hair.
Admiring this sight, the Punjabi Muslim soldier put his water bottle back in its place. And one of the Jat
soldiers who was watching this vision curiously, said, smiling a little:
“See what a commodity love is!”
Wiping off a trickle of water from Anwar’s lip with the tenderness one might use in picking off a dew-drop
from a rose petal, Sardarji only said:
“My lachman too must have grown just like this boy by now!”
Before this utterance ended, Sardarji’s eyes had filled like a pond in the monsoon, he was unable to say more.
*
Two, two-and-a-half years passed after this.
The first Independence Day!\fn{ August 14, 1947 for Pakistan; August 15, 1947 for India .} In the Jamia Millia School in
Karol Bagh, preparations were being made for celebrating the Independence Day. The entire school building had
been decorated with creepers and leaves. The joy and eagerness of the school children knew no bounds. I
wandered about from room to room. I looked at the charts the children had made with great expenditure of effort.
I saw the pictures and the toys. The children were themselves looking after their canteen, they were cooking all
the food in it. Here were being created the new, young, citizens of Hindustan. It was as though we were looking at
fresh seedlings growing in the dream-garden of Dr. Zakir Hussain and his companions. Then the bell rang, and the
teachers who had come to show us around the school, suggested that as the dress rehearsal of the children’s
entertainment programme was about to begin, we might go there to see it.
First was sung the flag-song of Jamia Millia. Then were presented some performances that usually take place
in primary schools. I was about to rise, having become somewhat bored by these activities of predictable pattern,
when came to my ears the words of Iqbal, the great poet, “Sare jahan se accha,” so I decided to sit for a while.\fn
{Sir Muhammad Iqbal (1873-1938), Pakistani philosopher, poet and political leader .} Who was this student singing the poem in
clean and chaste Urdu? A visage as fresh and healthy as a white rose, eyes as pale as flax. The lad was singing:
Hum bulbulen hai uski, woh gulistan hamara!
We, we are its bulbuls, and it is our garden!

Bulbuls? And the fair, fair visage? Pale light eyes? My memories began to trace their path back into the past.
On the stage the lad was saying:
Ei aabru de Ganga, woh din hai yaad tujko,
Utara tere kinare jab karvan hamara?
You, Ganga, who gives soul-restoring water,
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Do you not remember that day?

Well, then, how can I not remember? Where had I seen him? Where?
Hindi hain hum, vatan hai Hindustan hamara!

When he ended his song with these words and a roar of clapping began, not being able to hold myself back,
turning to the teacher who had been with me, I asked:
“Who is this student?”
“This chap? Anwar Hussain. He is among the brightest of lads in the school.”
“From Lucknow?”
“Yes, from Lucknow. Where did you get to know him?” Only smiling a little I said:
“No, I don’t know him, really!”
Anwar! Now I did recognize him. When I came out, having taken leave of the organizers of the school, I was
filled with the joy one experiences when one finds at handsome priceless object that has been out of sight for
days. Having become light as a bird’s feather, my mind was floating, drinking in the air. That time, the dread hour
of the summer afternoon, the crowd in the train, those soldiers thirsting after a homecoming, Anwar, his mother,
and the eyes of that Sikh soldier, trembling with tenderness—for a moment I felt as though I was in fact sitting in
that train again!
*
The driver of a bus going from Karol Bagh to Barakhamba gave me warning to move out of his way by
blowing his horn loudly and vigorously, but I didn’t even hear it. At last, the driver put on his brakes and came to
a screeching halt. With a piercing screech the monstrous big bus came to a stop almost touching me. And a Sikh
shop-owner from the corner ran towards me saying:
“Arrey, Babuji, Babuji …”
I had no idea what a great risk had been averted for me. The driver glanced at me once contemptuously, and
then having seen my clothes, he started his bus again, muttering but refraining from swearing! That massive Sikh
caught hold of my arm and asked half-teasingly:
“Did you intend to commit suicide?” I too said, smiling:
“No!”
“You barely escaped, sir! What dream were you lost in?”
I made no effort to answer him. Instead, I suddenly asked him:
“Udham Singh, how is it that you are here?” Hearing me address him by name, he was quite flustered:
“Umm, sir? How is it that you know me? What a fool I must be! I don’t recall ever seeing you!” Thus blaming
himself on the one hand, and on the other saying, “Come, Babuji! Forgive me for not recognizing you. Rest
awhile in the shop!” he welcomed me into his shop. Brushing at the seat in the shop Udham Singh said to me:
“Do sit down, Babuji.” As I was sitting down I said:
“Your lachman must be going to school now, mustn’t he? Where is he?”
Now Udham Singh’s surprise was extreme, and thinking that this strange visitor is asking such intimate
questions, while he himself remembers nothing, he became very disturbed. I could see the pain this was causing
him.
“Lachman, yes? He is in Pindi now,” he said absentmindedly, and then he became quiet. I did not keep him in
suspense any longer. I recalled our journey together for him, and then asked:
“Do you remember that Anwar? He must be going to school in Jamia, where else?”
Udham Singh’s response was merely superficial. I was watching his eyes, but I did not see in them anywhere
even a shadow of affection! I felt, are these military folk like the rivers of our sorrow, overflowing in flood, and
for the rest of the time, only pebbles and rolling stones! With the intention of finding out if the spring of affection
might not start, if I were to dig deeper, I said:
“A most lovable boy, wasn’t he?” Pushing a tea-cup towards me, Udham Singh said ironically:
“Yes, doubtless. A golden lad, but a snake all the same.” Withdrawing the cup which I had taken towards my
lips, I said in some shock:
“Meaning?”
“Babuji, he is the progeny of a Musallman, don’t forget!”
Udham Singh smiled bitterly. I perceived that the edge of a dagger had flashed across his eyes.
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*
The intoxication of Independence Day did not last long. How could it? The orchard should blossom, and then
overnight should descend frosty cold and burn up all the blossom—now the situation was just like that. Even as
the paeans of Independence Day were being sung, it was as if the roof of the marquee itself had caught fire.
Amritsar, Lahore, Sialkot, one after another were the cities, towns and settlements burning—and the front of this
unprecedented forest-fire was spreading in all four directions, just like a flood. The dancing step of the Destroyer,
Rudra, fell here today, in some other place tomorrow. The profound, awesome beat of His drum was shaking the
skies, embracing the minars of Delhi. His hideous laughter, falling upon our ears, was crippling our reason every
moment that passed. The human layer on our bodies was dropping off. Instead, on them were sprouting wolfish
eyes, tiger’s claws, tusks of wild boars, and the he-goat’s satyr penis! What has mankind held dear until now? The
love of his sweetheart? What has he held sacred? A mother’s tears? What has he considered sweet? Infants’
smiles?—well, then, trampling all these loved, sacred, sweet things under the heel, drowning their desperate cries
in our monstrous laughter, shamelessly displaying our hands lathered in our kin’s blood—we, who had become
human beasts—having stripped naked, we were dancing, cavorting before this world on the day of the Flood; man
had brought upon man the occasion to see, in broad daylight, the desecrating hand violating his mothers’ breasts,
his wives’ thighs, his claws at his innocent children’s throats!
Delhi had not yet caught fire, but it had begun to scorch in the heat of the news coming like wild-fire from
Punjab, it had begun to flap about, to smoke! It had started to moan and groan! Into the eyes of Hindu and Sikh
had begun to descend murder, and into the eyes of Muslims, the dark shadow of fear! Today, somewhere on
Ferozeshah road a dargah was razed, next day someone was stabbed in Sabzimandi, the day after, rocks were
flung upon Muslim homes near Purana Quila—such things began to occur.
These were merely the first sparks of the wild-fire, the first drops of the raging storm. They slowly gathered
momentum. And when from western Punjab, like a fuming hot wave of lava, came the flood of Hindus and Sikhs
via Sonepat-Panipat and rushed into Delhi, then men’s hearts were charred to coal; and these coals, having caught
fire, became embers! Every word that came from the lips of these homeless people made the living hearts lose
their reason; every tear dropping from their eyes deprived these irrational people of any trace of mercy! From the
sea of people in Delhi rose just one roar:
“Revenge! Vengeance! Justice!”
Slowly, at every junction began to gather groups of people. They’d whisper amongst themselves, seem to
decide something, then dissolve out of sight. One felt that one was seeing people in Delhi whom one had not seen
before. And even known persons began to look strange. Because from their known faces, familiar expressions had
been erased. People were becoming taciturn, or else over-bold. I saw, however, that the movement of women and
children had increased on the streets. They were hardly shoppers. Once I saw an exceptionally large gathering of
people. Since having unexpectedly met Udham Singh, I had been peeping into his shop once in away. Therefore, I
went forward to see if anything out of the way had occurred. So I saw that Udham Singh was sitting still as a rock,
and the rest were standing in a circle about him. No one was speaking. But, the way they say that an animal
discovers another’s state of mind merely by smell, I too imagined that some blazing red, dark, dark thought-matter
must be bubbling in their minds. In my own mind, in some obscure corner, a spring of the same substance had
begun to trickle; on my eyes too had begun to float a veil of some strange madness. I too had been transformed. I
called to him softly:
“Sardarji … Udham Singh!”
Separating his hands, which had been entwined together, he turned towards me eyes which had congealed to
rocks. I asked him:
“What’s happened?” Laughing with a strange dryness Udham Singh said:
“What can happen? The same as happened in Rawalpindi, Sialkot, and in Multan, in all of Punjab—the same
thing’s happened!”
“Meaning?”
“I have been wiped out, destroyed, Babuji!”
Udham Singh got up, and placing his hands, which were like iron claws on my shoulders, he said:
“No matter.”
And then as though addressing not just me, not just the people gathered about him there—no, as though
speaking to the lakhs of people who were standing in just such clusters from place to place all over Delhi—he
said:
“Tomorrow will come to Delhi, Judgment Day. All snakes will be crushed!”
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And the truth is that the next day that broke over Delhi was the Day of Judgment at the end of Time! Groups of
Muslim men began to move away with women and children wherever they found a way, their heads bowed. In
broad daylight, right in the middle of public streets this began to happen. Houses started to burn with a crackle,
collapsed with a bang. Into the air was mixed the faint trace of smell from these burning homes, and the sky
seemed to be covered with a smoky film. Just as when the shepherd is away, wolves can choose the sheep they
want from the herd, and carry them away, in the same way did things happen all over the city that day.
And where was I? What was I doing? What were the thoughts corning to my mind? Did I disapprove of these
things?
No. Honestly, no. I myself did not loot from anyone; didn’t shove a knife between anyone’s ribs; didn’t drag
any Muslim young woman into my house—that is true. But why? Only because I was faint-hearted, that’s why!
But what’s the point in denying that I felt a sneaky joy in watching these neutering acts committed by others? That
is why I was wandering through the streets, and I was watching each happening in this horrifying drama the way
one watches scenes on the stage sitting in the front row, with fine discrimination.
Don’t the spectator’s hands itch to see a trained cheetah leap to the throat of a doe and dig its teeth into its soft
throat? And how one grinds one’s own teeth! Doesn’t the blood heat in the veins of those who watch animals
coupling, and does not a frantic urge to couple race through their minds? On this afternoon, I too had become just
such a spectator. One who had merged with the aggressors before my eyes, one who experienced the joy of
bravery by dipping his hands, in the imagination, in the blood they had spilt, feeling besides myself because of the
thrill at seeing the fair, pale breasts of young women whom they had stripped, feeling that I was myself pressing
my palms against them! In everyone of their acts, I was their partner in imagination. Even if I did not participate
bodily, I contributed in my mind to all of them!
It must have been about two o’clock in the afternoon. It came to my ears that there had been some trouble in
the direction of Jamia Millia. Suddenly my stomach gave a lurch and I promptly turned in that direction. When I
looked towards Jamia Millia, I saw that a column of brownish smoke was rising from the primary school building.
Scorched leaves from nearby trees and squares of paper, crumpled, charred, were gyrating in the floating air.
Scared crows and doves were flapping about on the roofs, and a mixed noise of people could be heard. At a time
even two or three hundred Muslim men, women and children would walk by where I was. How can we say
“walk”? Because of their fear they were dragging their lame feet along! The crowd gathered around them was
looking at them in contempt, uttering filthy language, cackling in laughter. But they had not yet become
uncontrollable, had not begun to lay hands on those who were running away.
But when one group approached the corner at Udham Singh’s shop, all this attitude changed. Fifty or so young
men descended upon these pilgrims progressing in great trepidation and uncertainty. Crunching blows of staves
and knives began to fall. Because of this attack the menfolk started to run, scurry about, and the women began to
low like cows, holding their little ones to their breasts. On the tar road flowed runnels of blood, the way water
flows from broken pots. Those who fell down would for a while flap their legs, moan and then become silent!
Just then I heard a screech, like the one uttered by a struggling little bird in the clutches of a falcon! What did I
see? In the iron grip of his left hand, Udham Singh has caught one lad’s hair, and the kirpan in his right hand,
already thick with blood, has touched the boy’s breast. The flames in the blue eyes of the lad have, it seems, died
long ago, and his lips, pale with fright, are scrunched in some strange shape. He surely wants to utter something,
but not a word comes from his lips.
Yes. I recognized the lad, it was Anwar, Anwar who had blossomed like a gladioli flower, who was soft as a
rabbit, who glittered like a bulbul! No, he must not die. I wanted to gather all my strength together and shout:
“Udham Singh, draw back your hand! Hey, that’s our Anwar, don’t you see?”
But even before these words could be uttered, the edge of Udham Singh’s kirpan has met the tender heart!
On that day, Udham Singh had fondled his brown silk-like hair; at a time of unbearable thirst he had given him
water from his own hands; that rabbit, that bulbul, was now lying lifeless in the tarred Delhi street beside a handful of blood trickling away! The glow on his lips had returned. His cheeks were glowing in the rays of the
declining sun once again, and his soft brown hair was glittering like skeins of silk. I felt that if Udham Singh were
to go near him again, he would place those rabbit-soft hands on his shoulders, and call out lovingly to him:
“Chachaji!”
33.74 Gnanamba\fn{by Darisi Annapurnamma (1907-1931)} Bellary, Bellary District, Andhra Pradesh, India (F) 3
After several miscarriages and the loss of many children in infancy, Lakshamma was left with five daughters
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and five sons. The brothers were called Keshava, Narayana, Madhava, Govinda, and Vishnu. The family was
quite prosperous and owned several head of cattle.
After the death of the parents, the keys of the treasury passed into the hands of the eldest son, Keshavaiya. The
younger brothers conducted themselves according to the wishes of their elder brother. Among the women there
were disputes, but there was no one to pay any heed to them. When the men appeared a furlong away, the wife
and other women would vanish from sight. Remarks such as, “You there! Why don’t you answer? What are you
doing?” and a few well-directed glances were enough to secure the men all the services they required—
systematically and respectfully. When anything seemed amiss, the proverb, “A sound blow is a sounder teacher
than God himself” was always handy.
With the first crow of the cock the women would rise and start on the chores that were allotted to them—
cleaning the house, scrubbing the pots and pans, washing clothes, and cooking. In the afternoons they were busy
grinding the grain on the hand mill and pounding rice and pulses and chili and turmeric, and preparing other
things needed in the house. Neither the women nor the men had a moment’s leisure from dawn to midnight. It was
not like modern times when if the husband earns as much as twenty rupees they immediately hire a woman to
cook, another to dress the hair, one to cut the vegetables, and yet another to scrub the pots and pans.
Keshava Rao was a God-fearing man. Most important was that he revered all saintly men, ascetics and
scholars. If he so much as saw a man in ocher robes coming down the street, he would immediately prostrate
himself in front of him and pray:
“Swami, please bless me by visiting me and partaking of my humble hospitality, and help rid me of my sins by
talking of holy matters.”
His credulity was so great that it was like offering a bed to a man who is weary. Soon enough his house
became a veritable haven for loafers and lazy men who went about pretending to be men of God. Not only were
they fed with the best, but they were also given foodstuffs to carry away with them. In addition all the men and
women in the house attended on the ‘holy’ guests so that they did not have to stir hand or foot. Holy men are of
many kinds. Some of these ascetics used to extract money from Keshavaiya on any excuse, citing a need such as a
pilgrimage or puja. The caste gurus often refused to visit Keshavaiya’s house for an auspicious occasion unless he
offered them five hundred rupees.
Then Keshavaiya used to go to the guru with friends and family and plead, saying:
“Sir, this year business has been very dull. So kindly accept three hundred.”
But the guru would reply:
“The whole town has been talking of the profit of ten thousand you have made and you are talking like a petty
miser.”
“Believe this poor disciple, sir, even for this auspicious occasion out of the ten thousand rupees needed I have
utilized the profit of five thousand and in addition had to withdraw the rest from my capital,” Keshavaiya pleaded
in response. Finally accepting four hundred, the caste gurus would proceed to Keshavaiya’s house in great pomp
accompanied by music and drums.
Yet another kind of holy man would say to Keshavaiya:
“I’ve heard that your brother’s son has died. Poor fellow, all his three offspring have withered away like this.
How can you, as an elder, remain so indifferent? An expense of a mere two thousand and you can perform a
propitiatory puja to the holy cobra. And all the children of your house will live long.”
And Keshavaiya would immediately accept the Brahmin’s words as more important than even the Vedas and
perform all the sacrifices.
Yet another would persuade him that only one initiated by a guru could attain salvation, and only the worthy
could be initiated. But Keshavaiya was truly worthy. Keshavaiya then would be initiated, for a price, with some
meaningless mantra in all secrecy, and later he would discover that the very same guru had given the very same
initiation secretly to all members of the family.
Keshavaiya once went on a pilgrimage to a holy place in the Himalayas accompanied by his guru. He spent a
great deal of money on his gurus out of sheer devotion. These gurus went about with long beards and ash-smeared
bodies; they smelled rank because they had not washed or bathed for months on end. They smoked opium and
hashish perpetually and spent the day loudly singing their lewd songs. Keshavaiya, who thought he did not
understand the songs because of his ignorance, pleaded with the gurus to reveal the hidden essence of these songs
to him. They would then explain the meaning in even more obscure terms and in meaningless jargon that could
not be found even in a dictionary. And thus they passed months and years in Keshavaiya's house explaining the
Vedanta to him.
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They then decided that the best way to ensure an easy supply of hashish for themselves was to get Keshavaiya
addicted to it. So they said to him:
“Merchant, even if you serve Brahmin gurus for a thousand years, you will not achieve self-realization. But if
you smoke hashish with dedication for a month, you will achieve it. If this does not happen then we swear we will
give up this ascetic life and become family men.”
Keshavaiya, because his blind faith did not allow him to use his critical faculties to distinguish right from
wrong, gave in to his gurus’ orders. Soon enough he excelled his gurus in smoking hashish and achieving selfrealization. Since business was flourishing, by some chance his younger brothers also began to follow his
example. Hindu women learn from birth that there is no greater sin than to disobey a husband even if he is
addicted to hashish. And so Keshavaiya’s wife and the rest of the women began to serve the gurus, massaging
their legs, applying sandal paste on their bodies, and decking them with garlands.
Soon enough the word spread in the neighboring towns and villages that there was no match to Keshavaiya's
devotion. The gurus usually traveled across the country and wherever they went, they praised Keshavaiya’s
devotion so greatly that his fame spread far and wide even though there were no newspapers in those days. And
just as if one says, ‘There! a tiger!’ another adds ‘and here is the tail!’ Keshavaiya was soon believed to be a god.
And several meat-eating and liquor-drinking gurus sought to enjoy Keshavaiya's hospitality.
The new gurus suggested that they set out for Bhadrachalam and worship Rama at the temple there.
Keshavaiya promptly set forth with a retinue of his family, followers, friends, and gurus. They traveled by bullock
cart. The provisions and people together filled fifty carts. Since he had undertaken many such pilgrimages earlier,
Keshavaiya was well prepared with tins of ghee, oil, rice, lentils, and plenty of sweets and other delicacies.
Wherever there was water they stopped and cooked their meals. After the holy men had eaten, the followers were
permitted to eat the morsels left over on their leaves. These were treated reverently as consecrated offerings to the
gods.
There is a saying that the temple is a safer spot than the home. Now although these holy men were getting far
greater comforts in the forest than they did at home, they were dissatisfied because they missed their meat and
liquor. Suddenly one of them started shaking his locks and, with reddened eyes and gnashing teeth, started
shouting that he would destroy them all. The rest said that he was possessed by the spirit of Rama and that
something had gone wrong with the arrangements. Keshavaiya implored forgiveness. He lighted camphor and
incense, used flowers and turmeric and sandal to propitiate the angry spirit, who then declared that he had not
been fed with meats and wines. Keshavaiya promptly gave the other gurus money and requested them to satisfy
Rama’s spirit.
Then Keshavaiya’s daughter-in-law Gnanamba hesitantly said:
“But Mother, I have read in the holy texts that it is only demons that ask for meats and not gods.”
But the older matrons tweaked her cheeks and asked her to hold her tongue. There was a whispering among the
women. One said:
“How proud she is!” Another said:
“That is why they say that women should not have any learning.”
And all of them pecked at Gnanamba like a bunch of crows. As soon as the puja was over, the gurus ate a
bellyful of meat and drank the toddy. They handed the leftovers to Keshavaiya and asked him to distribute them as
sacred offerings. Everyone accepted the offerings reverently, except Gnanamba, who threw hers away behind a
hillock. A guru discovered this, seized some ash, and raised his hand to fling it at her to curse her. Everyone was
frightened. They scolded Gnanamba and threw her forcibly at the guru’s feet to beg his forgiveness.
They camped for a month at Bhadrachalam. Every day liquor flowed freely and each day a goat was sacrificed.
During the day, as they roamed the forest, the gurus pointed out the paths that led straight to heaven, the caves
that led to holy Benares, the place where Sita and Rama had lived, and so on. The followers were exultant.
Keshavaiya’s youngest brother was so moved that he wanted to go to heaven straightaway through one of the
valleys that the gurus had pointed out. Afraid that his brother would object, he left a letter and set off, entering a
cave alone. Thinking he was lost in the forest, they began to search for him and finally found his corpse lying in a
dirty ditch. Assuming that he must have taken a careless step and fallen to his death, they performed his last rites.
After a few days they found the letter. Keshavaiya then asked the gurus why his brother had died instead of
arriving in heaven as he had wanted to.
“He was punished,” the gurus replied, “for not having asked our permission to embark on such a venture.”
Gnanamba’s disgust with the gurus increased day by day. They piously intoned, ‘What matter if it is stale rice
or sweetened rice?’ but demanded royal feasts each day. They preached that women were obstacles to wisdom and
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claimed that only he who had rejected the family could attain salvation.
Like an earthworm, which lives in slush and mire but is not soiled by its surroundings, Gnanamba resolved to
remain untouched by the superstition and blind belief that surrounded her. Her father-in-law and mother-in-law
were determined to see that she grew as devout as they were. If she sat for her worship in a clean silk rather than
in the ritually pure, wet clothes, her mother-in-law would pour a pot of water over her. She poured out her
complaints to her son, Vikram Rao, when he came home, and he saw to it that Gnanamba got a sound thrashing.
Gnanamba felt it was ridiculous to get beaten for such trivial things and so she conducted herself according to
her mother-in-law’s wishes. Believing that she had been tamed, Keshavaiya set her the task of fanning the gurus.
Gnanamba then pleaded with her father-in-law that unless one had enough devotion, it was improper to perform
such services. He yelled:
“Traitor, you have been in my house ten years and you still shamelessly admit your lack of devotion? You will
bring dishonor and disgrace on the family name! You are unfit to be even a servant in this house. Vikram, if you
so much as look at this woman you will be committing a sin as grave as killing your mother!”
Vikram Rao, who trembled at even a glance from his father, obeyed his father without question. He
immediately confined his wife to the backyard. Though she grumbled and scolded, her mother-in-law secretly
carried food to the backyard and fed Gnanamba at least once daily.
“Where can the women go if the men are angry?” she said.
When Keshavaiya came to know of this he was wild.
“Hey you! Will a woman who has her belly full listen to anything?” he shouted. “It is your leniency that has
brought her to this pass. Disobey me any further and you will share her fate,” he threatened his wife.
So Gnanamba was not fed for three days. Troubled and weak, she returned to her parents’ house. Seeing her
daughter in this state, the mother burned with anger. She bathed her daughter quickly and fed her some rice.
Gnanamba could not swallow even a morsel. So her mother fed her a thin gruel. After three days she began to
recover. It was a month before she regained her health. The father then tried to find an auspicious day to take his
daughter to her mother-in-law’s house.
With the mention of her mother-in-law’s house, the young girl's knees turned to water again. She decided that
it was no use pining in secret and so told her father what she felt.
“Father! Their customs are extreme. From dawn to midday, you have to perform the gurus’ pujas in wet
clothes. No matter who he may be, or to which sect he belongs, the most villainous man who wears ocher robes is
given all honors there. I, who do not believe in these gurus, am also forced to serve them. Because of their blind
faith they waste huge sums of money on such things. If I give alms to a blind man or a cripple, they accuse me of
emptying their coffers and destroying the house. Once the housewife next door was in dire trouble and had
nothing to eat. I gave her a little rice and my mother-in-law beat me up for that. When I was free, I used to read
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata. Saying that women reading was an insult to manhood, they did not allow
any books into the house. During my monthly periods I suffered greatly. During all those four days, thanks to their
orthodoxy, if I got two meals I was lucky. All these troubles I faced patiently as only a woman can. But of late
they have taken to eating meat and drinking liquor. They torture me because I do not follow their path. When I
came away I thought that God had rescued me from a terrible sin and rejoiced greatly. Is it just on your part to
send me back to that sinful world?”
Gnanamba wept bitterly as she questioned her father.
“Daughter! The only permanent place for a woman is her husband’s home. They will gossip and say that you
plucked off your marriage thread and went back to your parents’ home. You are my only child. Any fame or
dishonor that comes to me depends on you. No woman can do anything independently. It is men who are
responsible for sin or salvation. Not women. You can return to your mother-in-law free of all these worries and
that will be best for all of us,” said Gnanamba’s father.
She did not take any comfort from her father’s words. She firmly believed that whether man or woman, each
individual was responsible for his or her own good or evil deeds. She believed in the ahimsa that Lord Buddha
had preached. But when her father, who could easily have supported a thousand brothers and sisters if she had had
them, insisted on her going back, she prepared herself for the journey.
After pleading with Keshavaiya, and telling him that it was not right to ill-treat his daughter-in-law so,
Gnanamba’s father returned to his home.
At midnight the police subinspector’s wife woke him up and said that a murder was being committed next
door. The inspector said:
“It must be Keshavaiya thrashing his daughter-in-law. That is a family matter and it is not just to interfere. If
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you can’t sleep here let us move to another room.”
Then Suvarnamma pleaded with her husband:
“It seems as if the beating is very brutal. Why don’t you use your office to help Gnanamba?”
Since that was a time when people quaked at the sight of a policeman, the inspector rescued Gnanamba, who
was unconscious, and informed her parents of the circumstances.
*
Years passed. With her father’s death Gnanamba inherited property worth a couple of lakhs. Since she was
interested in helping people, she started charitable hospitals; she provided a livelihood for blind, crippled, and
other men who could not earn a living, without making any distinctions according to their caste. She had wells
and tanks dug in places that had no water. She set up the kitchens when there was famine. She felt that she could
not live in comfort when the people were suffering, and so she ate only gruel.
Keshavaiya showed no mercy to the poor even during the famine.
The poor broke into his house one day and threatened him, asking him to reveal where he kept his wealth.
They tortured the members of the household when he did not give in. Vikram managed to escape alive and came
to his wife. She tried various measures to improve her husband’s health but to no avail. When death was certain,
he gave his wife the lakh of rupees that he had brought secretly with him, and asked her to adopt a boy so that the
family line would not die out.
Then Gnanamba spoke to him, saying that it was not fair to spend a lakh of rupees on one man’s whim. She
also said that setting up a charitable house for the poor would be a far better way of ensuring the permanence of
his name and fame.
Realizing at last the extent of his wife’s intelligence and wisdom, he permitted her to do so.
71.129 Two excerpts from With No Regrets: An Autobiography\fn{by Krishna Nehru Hutheesing (1907-1967)}
Mirganj, Gopalganj District, Bihar State, India (F) 4
… The\fn{This section is preceded by four line of a poem by Francis Thompson (1859-1907, English poet): The fairest things have
fleetest end, | Their scent services their close; | But the rose’s scent is bitterness, | To him that loved the rose .} first time I saw Kamala
was at a party given by my father at Anand Bhawan. I was quite a little girl and not allowed to attend the party,
but I could watch it from the verandah, which I did. It was an aunt of mine, I think, who pointed out Kamala to
me and said:
“Do you see that girl and do you think you will like her? She is going to be your sister-in-law.”
I looked in the direction my aunt pointed out and saw a tall, slim, exceedingly pretty girl sitting with some
others at a table. I could not quite understand what a sister-in-law meant, but I guessed she was coming to live
with us. I thought it would be nice to have another sister, though I wished she had been younger and nearer my
age! I have never forgotten that first picture of her and the utter youthfulness and freshness that was Kamala’s
when she was seventeen.
Some months later Jawahar’s wedding took place in Delhi and Kamala came to live with us. I remember well
the pride my parents took in showing off their beautiful daughter-in-law; she was not only pretty, she was the
picture of health. Looking at her, one would never have prophesied that she was to spend most of her life on a sick
bed. Marriage seemed to start off well for Kamala and Jawahar. The future looked very bright and no clouds
darkened the horizon, and a few years of happiness passed.
Then suddenly changes started taking place. Politics took hold of Jawahar and also of my father, and many
drastic changes took place because a thin half-starved looking man came into our lives and also into the lives of
many others to change the whole course of events. That little man was Gandhiji. Kamala like the rest of our
family gave up all luxuries and became one of his most devoted followers. He had very great affection for her and
she for him and the cause he had made so dear.
Kamala had never known hardship or sorrow. Before she got married and afterwards, she had led a life of
security and ease with no fear of what the morrow would bring. Suddenly all this changed and it became one of
uncertainty, of separation and heartaches and also many physical discomforts. With an unflinching courage
Kamala confronted everything smilingly. Not once did I hear a word of complaint or dissatisfaction—no grouse
against fate as most of us have when things do not work out the way we want them to. When Jawahar dedicated
his life to his country, Kamala did not hesitate a second to fall in beside him. If ever India had a super-soldier with
thoughts only for the country and none for self, with an energy that never flagged and a courage the like of which
one rarely comes across, that soldier was Kamala.
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Little is known of Kamala, and as a friend of mine has written about her, “her life was like the luminous flame
of an oil lamp. It wavered, it brightened, it grew in intensity all the time and then quietly when the oil got drained
the flame flickered and died.” It is said that “whom the gods love, die young” and this must be so, for no one
could help loving Kamala or admiring her pluck. Living as she did, over-shadowed by strong personalities like
her husband’s and father-in-law’s, she still made a place for herself in politics, and might have attained much fame
if death had not snatched her away so cruelly. She was frail to look at, but her character was strong and true. Few
people except those who knew her very well, knew the strength that lay behind those gentle eyes or quiet manner
of hers.
She had many virtues but many faults too. She was child-like to a fault and never seemed to have grown out of
her girlhood days. At times she was terribly neglectful of her health and no amount of good advice given, would
make her take more care of herself. In spite of many illnesses which almost cost her life, she never seemed to age.
Till the end she retained the sweet girlish looks and figure that she had when she was married. Ill-health caused
havoc with her body internally but externally she barely changed during all the years I knew her.
For years after Kamala’s marriage I saw very little of her. She, as a new bride, was always being feted and later
on, she was kept occupied with social activities, as my father entertained a great deal and mother being more or
less an invalid, Kamala acted as hostess for him. In 1926 when we were together in Europe, I really got to know
Kamala well and we became great friends. We used to have long and sometimes very heated discussions on
various things in life that concerned us or on what we had read or heard about specially on women’s rights, but
they always ended pleasantly. She was confined to bed most of the time in Europe. The few months of
companionship we had together when she was able to travel about were grand. She was always eager to see new
things, to learn something new. She enjoyed a picnic or a party to the fullest extent and never acted like a spoil
sport, no matter how weary she felt. She never complained, however grave the provocation might be.
On our return from Europe we came closer together for we both took an active part in politics and worked
together. Here again I marveled at Kamala’s energy. I, who was far more healthy than she, often gave in to fatigue
or weariness and stayed at home, but not she. At 5 a.m., on a cold winter’s day, she used to be up and ready as we
had to have drill for the women volunteers at that hour and then from 8 a.m., our daily work of picketing foreign
cloth shops started. Throughout the cold months of winter Kamala continued the usual routine and worked all day
long. Then summer came and she still kept at her post in spite of the blazing sun and the terrible heat. Many of us
did the same but we often grumbled and felt tired and disheartened. Not so Kamala, whose faith and spirits never
seemed to flag. But tiring herself out in this manner she hastened her end, for though her spirit was strong her
pain-racked body could not stand the strain and in the end death conquered.
Though a very quiet and unobtrusive person, Kamala had very definite views on life and once her mind was
made up, she acted with a determination which ill-health would not shake. She was naturally over-shadowed by
Jawahar to some extent, but not entirely so, for she had a personality of her own.
Kamala was an ardent feminist and many were the battles she fought for the rights of women amongst her
friends and workers. Often she landed herself in trouble with the men-folk, because they said that their wives had
been listening to Kamalaji and imbibing her views which did not suit them at all! She had a spirit that was most
independent and which no hardship or sickness could conquer. She was proud of the fact that she had been able to
play even a small part in her country’s struggle for Independence, and was happy in the knowledge that Jawahar
was the beloved of millions. She never grudged him his fame and was never jealous of his admirers.
From 1934 onwards Kamala’s health deteriorated rapidly. She was sent to a sanatorium in Bhowali. We spent
many anxious days hoping and praying for the best, but she gradually got worse. Jawahar was once again back in
prison. This time he was in Almora and was allowed to visit Kamala now and then at given intervals. How much
she must have looked forward to them and how fleetingly the hours they spent together must have passed by! At
last the doctors suggested that Kamala should go to Switzerland. Raja and I had gone up to Bhowali to be with her
for some time before she left. I had a son hardly two months old and Kamala was even more overjoyed to see him
than my mother had been! She threatened me then that on her return she would take my little son away from me
and bring him up if I myself did not do so properly!
On the day fixed for her departure Jawahar was allowed to come from Almora Jail and see her off. What
thoughts kept passing through his mind on that agonizing day I cannot say; but to watch his face was heartbreaking. His eyes held all the sorrow which he tried in vain to hide by a stern expression. As the moment came to
bid farewell he and Kamala did so, each with a brave smile. Then her car took her down the hill to the train which
was to take her to Bombay. Jawahar after embracing mother and me, with unshed tears in his eyes, got into the
waiting car that was to take him back to the Almora prison! As he turned his back on us and walked away, he
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suddenly seemed to have lost the spring in his walk and the energy he always had. He looked utterly worn out and
much older than a few hours ago. Some months later Jawahar was released and flew to Europe as Kamala’s
condition was bad; and on 28 February 1936 she died in Badenweiler, a small town in Germany, with Jawahar and
Indira by her side. …
*
… Jail life had not been pleasant, but it had been a great experience and I for one, was very glad to have been
able to make friends with some of those convicts who were considered a menace to society, but who were far
better specimens of humanity than many of the people we come across in our daily life. I was glad to be going
home, but it hurt to know that these poor creatures were to be left behind for many long years and when released
they would have no home to go to, no shelter, no helping hand to guide them to a new life. Nothing except the
cunning that they had learnt in jail to help them eke out an existence for themselves until, condemned by society
and knocked about from pillar to post, they would at last in desperation commit some crime. This they would
often do in order to relieve their hunger, driven by necessity. Then, back in jail once more, perhaps for the rest of
their lives.
We read so often in the newspapers about young girls being sentenced for some terrible crime, of women who
had murdered someone or other, of others who had been sentenced again and again and we shudder to think that
such things can happen. Little do we know, living a life of ease and surrounded by the care of those who love us
what temptations our less fortunate sisters are faced with. We are ready and willing always to show a righteous
horror when we hear or read of a ghastly crime, but I wonder how we would act if we lived under the same
circumstances as those who are forced to do such things. We were in a juvenile prison and all the convict girls
were under twenty-one years of age. It was strange how sensitive, affectionate and understanding most of these
girls were whom society considered a menace. They were frank and open hearted if treated with kindness and
friend-ship. And yet these poor girls were condemned to long terms of imprisonment because life had been unkind
to them and in a moment of anger they had given way to certain murderous instincts that a great many of us feel,
but are too civilized to give in to. It made me a little sad to leave these new found friends of mine behind. I felt
ashamed of having so many of the good things in life when they had nothing.
I had become very fond of one of the girl called Bachuli. She was a fair, gray-eyed girl, plump and not quite
five feet tall, with hair down to her shoulders, matted and coarse. Yet, in spite of her rough clothes and none too
clean an appearance, she made a pretty picture when I saw her for the first time against the grim prison walls
trying to learn to crochet. She looked so very young and had such an innocent expression that I wondered why she
was in jail, or what great offence this mere child could have committed. When I walked up to her she was
humming a song, one of those sad haunting melodies one hears in the mountains of Northern India.
“What is your name?” I asked her. She looked at me suspiciously and asked in her turn very gently and
hesitatingly:
“Who are you and how did you get in here?”
“I am a prisoner too,” I replied and she burst out laughing.
“What are you in for?” she asked again.
I told her I was a political prisoner and though she nodded her head wisely, I think she but vaguely understood
what it meant. Anyhow she decided I was trying to be friendly and being satisfied that I was no jail official, she
told me her name. Shyly she looked up at me with a very lovely smile and then with a sigh resumed her work.
“Why are you here, Bachuli?” I asked.
A pair of large frank eyes looked straight into mine and she said simply:
“For murder.”
“For murder?” I asked incredulously and she nodded her head to confirm it. I could hardly believe my eyes or
ears. This child still in her teens could not possibly have murdered anyone. There must be some mistake.
“Bachuli, why did you have to murder someone?” I asked. “You are so young. Perhaps you did not know what
you were doing. It may have been an accident.”
She raised her head slowly and looked at me again. The laughter had gone from her eyes and in its place came
a look of fear and hatred which hardened her usually soft expression.
This is her story:
“It was my husband I murdered,' she said slowly. 'He was very cruel to me and beat me and locked me up very
often. He also made me starve and though there was always enough to eat in the house, he would take my share
away from me and give me very little of it, eating the rest himself or throwing it away. Every now and then he
would invent some new way of causing me pain though I tried hard to please him. He was very good-looking and
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when I married him I was only fourteen years old, but I liked him and I vowed to the gods and goddesses that I
would be a good wife to him, serve and obey him, as my mother had told me to, and feed him well. But a few
months after our marriage he suddenly started being cruel, and it gave him pleasure to see me being afraid of him.
He told me that he teased me because it amused him and I was terribly afraid.
“For nearly a year I suffered. My husband would not let me go back to my parents though I begged him to do
so. Each day I became more and more unhappy. In spite of all this ill-treatment, I tried to make him like me, but
nothing I could do would help or please him. One morning he gave me a thrashing because I had not washed a
coat of his that he wanted to wear and after the thrashing he went out, leaving me in agony. Some hours later he
returned, dressed in new clothes with a bright red-silk handkerchief around his neck. I was doing some work and
did not turn round when he entered. So he called to me:
“‘Come here, you little idiot,’ he said, ‘and admire my new clothes. Do I not look handsome in them?’
“I did not reply, but looked at my own clothes which were dirty and torn.
“‘Speak up, can’t you?’ he shouted. ‘Or are you jealous of my new clothes?’
“I still remained quiet. So he came up to me and slapped my face twice, holding my wrist so that it hurt me
terribly.
“‘Let go of me,’ I cried, ‘or I shall kill you one of these days. Why should I admire your clothes when you eat
all day long and starve me. Why—’ and before I could finish or say any more, he took his stick and abusing and
cursing me, he hit me again and again till I nearly fainted and then he flung me aside.
“‘Now try and kill me if you can,’ he said and throwing away his stick he calmly lay down and soon fell off to
sleep.
“After some hours had elapsed I tried to move, but all my body ached and I lay down again. Suddenly I saw
my husband fast asleep in a corner. He had taken off his new clothes and hung them up, but the new silk
handkerchief was still round his neck. As I looked at him I hated him and all of a sudden I felt I should kill him
and be done with him. But how? I looked around and found nothing with which I could hit him. Then my glance
fell on the bright, red handkerchief. I do not know how it happened but I was up in no time, tying the
handkerchief tighter and tighter round my husband’s neck. He woke up at the first pressure, struggled and tried to
shout, but I just went on tightening the handkerchief till his eyes nearly came out of their sockets and then he went
limp. I let go and being utterly exhausted I fell back in a daze half expecting my husband to get up and give me
another thrashing. But he did not and I lay there beside him unable to move.
“That is how someone found us the next morning. He discovered my husband was dead and sent for the police
and ran hither and thither telling all our neighbors. I was still dazed, unable to believe that I had really killed my
husband.
“No one came near me till a policeman arrived and I was taken away to prison. After my trial I was sent to this
prison and so here I am. I was too young to be hanged and women do not usually get a death sentence. I got life
imprisonment. That is all.”
I had listened to this strange tale in silence with my eyes on Bachuli’s face. I still could not believe what she
had told me and yet it must be true as she was in prison.
As though she had told me just a story, Bachuli resumed her work. She was not curious to know what effect her
story had had on me. To her it was an incident which in her innocence and simplicity she believed the fates had
willed. She submitted to her life in prison as a matter of course, something which could not be averted and so why
worry?
As I looked at her bent head my heart ached for her. She was so young, still very immature and looked anything but a criminal. Why had the fates dealt with her so harshly? What was her life going to be? Should not, I
pondered, such cases be tried differently and a different punishment given? A life sentence is not a joke! It means
twenty years if not more, behind prison walls. With no knowledge of the outside world, no one but criminals
around one, hearing nothing but the coarsest of languages, seeing nothing but the lowest of God’s creatures and
learning such cunningness inside the jail as one may not learn outside in a dozen years. Bachuli was fifteen years
old. She would be thirty-five when she left the prison. Having spent all her youth in prison, would she remain as
sweet and untouched as she was now? Or would she become a hardened criminal who would be shunned by her
fellowmen and live a life of evil which would inevitably lead her footsteps back to jail?
My thoughts were confused. I stroked Bachuli’s head and said:
“I hope I see you again, Bachuli. You must work well and get a lot of remission, then you can get out of the jail
quicker perhaps.”
A bright smile lit up her face.
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“Oh yes,” she said “they tell me if I give no trouble and work hard I shall get off much sooner and will not
have to do my full term. I shall go to my parents and it will be so lovely. My home is in the mountains and I do
love them so.”
I walked away sadly, hoping that her courage and optimism would never falter through the long years she was
to remain in prison. A child of the mountain, this young creature, was used to trees, flowers and the fresh air. How
would she stand prison life on the plains, or the intense heat of the summer? These were the doubts that assailed
me and yet she seemed fairly contented and resigned to her fate. I could not but admire her spirit.
I looked round once again and saw her completely engrossed in her work. A year I spent with little Bachuli in
that prison. I often longed for the outside world, but when the day dawned for me to go, I felt unhappy. There
would be no bright-eyed Bachuli with me to while away the hours with her talk and mountain ditties, and the
thought of leaving her behind, made me most miserable.
The day dawned which was the last in my prison home and I went round to my comrades bidding them farewell. Suddenly two arms were flung round me and I saw beloved Bachuli, her large eyes filled with tears standing
mutely beside me. I embraced her and making her look straight at me I said:
“You must be brave, Bachuli, and try and be happy. When you come out, you must let me know and if you
want to come to me you can do so.”
“You will not forget me in the great world outside?” asked Bachuli, “for they tell me here that no one likes to
remember convicts once they are in the great big world?”
I stroked her head and assured her that it would not be so, and though many years have passed, her memory is
still very fresh and will remain thus for a long time.
As I, together with some of my comrades who were also released the same day, walked out of the prison yards
and through the prison gates, I sent up a prayer that Bachuli and other young people like her would not spend their
lives in jail, but that some kind fate would restore them to their homes and to a life of peace and happiness.
I turned back once to have a last look at the prison with its grim and forbidding wall which held captive dozens
of young offenders, all in their teens, and which had been my home for a year. The large gates were slowly
closing and through them I still should see the young girls assembled in the yard to bid us farewell. I waved and
quickly turned my head away so that my comrades should not see the tears in my eyes, but they did and laughingly asked the whether it was breaking my heart to leave them. They little knew for whom my tears were shed, for
they had not learnt to know these young convicts as my sister and I had done. They had remained aloof from them
and could not understand our feelings for them.
My tears were not shed because I was leaving jail, for jail had not been a bed of roses for any of us. They were
shed because I was leaving behind a few helpless little girls in their teens, girls who were sentenced to long terms
of imprisonment for crimes committed in ignorance and unhappiness, and who, through sheer misunderstanding
and cruelty were made to commit such acts which they never would have committed had poverty, neglect and
cruelty not been their lot. It was for these little creatures who had been so human, so childlike and affectionate
that my heart bled and I was loathe to leave them. I was going back home, to loved ones and friends, all waiting to
welcome me while they, what of them I wondered? I dared not think. …
70.44 A Loss Of Identity\fn{by Mowni aka S. Mani Iyer (1907-1985)} Semmangudi Village, Nagapattinam District,
Tamil Nadu State, India (M) 3
He awoke suddenly, wide awake in the night, clearly awake, as if something had startled him. Trailing across
the edges of his consciousness like the tatters of a dream were the junctures and disjunctures, meetings and
partings of his entire life. Outside in the breathless dark, the sibilant cry of some night bird faded, answered by, or
answering the sharp scolding of the owls. The steps of a man, perhaps two, passing along the street in that
unreasonable hour before dawn seemed to fade without disturbing the surface of the silence. Beggars huddled in
sleep on the walk below. Far into the night, till sleep had come, they had gossiped, now and then shouting
uproariously, coughing, coughing their way toward beggar death. Now they would sleep until daylight.
Why hadn’t his life with her ended with the same sweetness it had had at the beginning? What had made
events follow a course which confirmed the passing suspicion that had fallen between them? The world indeed
blamed her, but was she really to be blamed for moving about in the world, showing her sweet beauty, delighting
all who might see her wherever she went? He wasn’t sure.
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The blackness of the night in his room was overpowering. He opened the window, pushed aside the shutter,
and looked out. The immense expanse of the universe seemed to extend before him. Town lights merged with
stars, as if the stars had come down from the sky to parade in long lines in the streets.
He wanted to retrace in his mind just what had happened the evening before, to get a clear idea of how it all
had gone. To do this, he would have to gather the long shadows cast by things to come and piece them together
with memories of things long past and forgotten.
*
It had all started the evening before last when he had run into him at the corner of the side-street. That had
been unexpected.
“Hello there! What a surprise to find you here! I never dreamed.”
There must have been some meaning behind these excessive reactions. You could tell by his face, his manner,
that he was living on top of the world. Could it be that she was living with him now? He had asked for his address, and noted it down, promising to call on him the following afternoon at half-past-four. Then he had hurried
away. The dull yellow of the lowering sun had glowed for a moment in the street and quickly faded.
His upstairs room was larger than he needed for himself alone. From up there, through windows looking in all
directions, he could see a long way into the sky as well as look down to see what was going on in the village. But
he had to stumble and grope up a long steep staircase to get to his room. The anticipated difficulty of getting back
up usually quenched his impulse to get out on the street and wander around the village. Holding the shutter, he
gazed out into the distance. He could see the first gray of the dawn.
The evening before, from four o’ clock on, in his excitement over the expected visit, he had begun to worry
that the hour would come and the visitor not arrive. He had looked at the clock again and again. The effect of this
had been to cause him to cease to focus on the exact time the visitor had promised to come, as if to console
himself with the thought that it was not yet really late. And then, it often happens that, when one is waiting for
someone, the identity of the person one is waiting for slips from one’s mind.
Couples with their children had been pouring in a flood down the street towards the seashore. What a fuss they
made, and how they decked themselves out to wash away the humdrum of their lives with a few minutes in the
sea breeze! The sky too, as if preparing for a celebration in the heavens, held a special clarity, poised for sunset
and the sharp plunge into darkness. The streetlights, not yet lit, ranged along the street in regular files to a distant
vanishing point. The time had come. The silence in the room had become a torture. It had been impossible to stay
there quietly and wait. He had made his way down into the street. He had moved along staring intently at each
passer-by so that his visitor would not pass without his seeing him. He had sidled up to a man wearing a
wristwatch and asked:
“Sir, the correct time, please?”
The man had given him a side-long glance, looked at his watch, and mumbled something to the effect that he
was always forgetting to wind his watch and it had stopped. Then the man had said, “It must be about four thirty.
In any case, it’s not after five,” and had gone away.
He had considered going back to his room. Perhaps his visitor would already be there waiting for him, perhaps
even sitting in his armchair, ready to chide him for having made him wait so long when he had arrived exactly on
time. Walking along, pondering over how he would answer that, the idea of returning to his room had slipped
from his mind. The thought came to him that, on coming out, he had only closed his door, not locked it. He had
gone on walking down the road.
He had come to a house within a garden wall. Walking past, he had found himself watching a beautiful young
woman on the verandah languidly turning the pages of a book. Her reading and the play of her imagination were
reflected in her features. It had occurred to him to walk straight up to her and point out to her that he had come at
exactly six o’ clock as agreed, and that if she was bored, he was not to blame. But a doubt flashed in his mind
whether he could become “him” to her, and he had walked on. It seemed absurd that life should ensnare one in
such hazards through unexpected occurrences. Cars whizzed past, along the street and across the crossings,
sometimes even grazing him. The streetlights had not yet been lit.
Then the milk woman had come up to him in the street and he had stopped short. She had smiled at him and
spoke:
“Why sir, what on earth are you doing out so early in the evening! You even forgot I was coming to your
room!”
At first he had considered taking her back to the room with him. But what if his visitor should be there waiting
for him? What if he should see them together? He had dropped the idea and considered whether to tell her to go
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there herself and leave some milk. Then he had said, “I don’t need anything today. You don’t have to go to the
room,” and had walked off, basking in the sun of her smile:
“Poor thing, how she loves me!”
*
Aimless wandering, earnestly pursued, finds its own goal somewhere beyond the limits of intention. The
railway station was there before him, glittering with a thousand lights. He stood awhile looking at it. Then
somehow he was caught in its pull and became an atom in its bustling crowd.
Railway stations usually give an impression of isolation and helplessness. Both in their empty moments and
their crowded ones, they are essentially sheds for people coming or going on the railway. But a great railway
terminus is the point of origin and the point of return for travelers. From here, trains move out in all directions and
return here again. People set out from this place to everywhere; people come to this place from everywhere to
take up new lives, new relationships. In such a place as this many people become detached from their essential
natures, their souls, and here also those natures become lodged in other beings. A beginning-ending place, a place
of crowds, noise, and straining, itself unshaken, a lofty, enigmatic shrine. At that moment there was a great surge
in the crowd, an enormous confusion in which some arriving passengers became thoroughly mingled with a
crowd waiting to leave. Noise seemed to come from everywhere. One seemed to be part of the noise. Forms seen
and unseen, sound heard and unheard, all these rolled together into one great confusion, one great undifferentiated
mass of noise, which rose and rose and broke as a wave breaks on the beach. Then each shape, each sound, each
word or name seemed to have lost its harmony, slipped from its place, so that the senses could not grasp the
message the mind seemed to be trying to convey.
One of the trains about to depart seemed to be waiting, delaying intentionally, purposely flaunting the
temptation to travel. Its intended occupants swarmed and whirled about it, peering into it here and there, looking
for a place. Some were already packed sardine-like inside the train, some were clinging to the steps and windows,
others had even climbed onto the roof. Those who could not find a hold were giving vent to their frustration by
shinnying up the posts, onto the platform shelter, even onto the roof of the station, like a frolic of blind monkeys.
The engine stood belching smoke in a monstrous plume, snarling and gasping its exasperation at not being
allowed to move, now that it was ready. The cars strung out behind it were a massive braid of human beings.
Departure was announced and the police moved in to impose order. They dragged those they could reach off
the train, beat them, and drove them away. Some of these circled back to get a new hold somewhere else. Jolting
first back, then forward, the train lurched to a start, shaking off several passengers. Those who failed to gain a
new hold, ran alongside until they dropped from exhaustion. In all this confusion, somehow or the other, he had
got on the train. He was crouched in a luggage rack. He pulled his knees up, rested his head on them, and went to
sleep. Whenever the train stopped or slowed down anywhere, passengers who had got on the train apparently for
no particular reason, suddenly found some good reason to get off, and disappeared into the darkness. Now that he
had more room in the luggage rack, he stretched out his legs and fell into a deep sleep.
He opened his eyes and raised his body up. Shreds of dreams fluttered in his consciousness; he had the feeling
that he himself was a dream-image. A mischievous smile on a sleepy face was looking up at him from below as if
waiting to speak to him. Smiling-face said:
“That conductor carne through while we were sleeping. He thought we looked like people who would not be
traveling without tickets, so he didn’t disturb us. He won’t come back.”
He patted his shirt-pocket. No ticket there! He couldn’t remember either buying or not buying one, or even
starting out on this voyage. He suspected that if he had bought one, smiling-face had picked his pocket in his
sleep. The conductor might come. He’d better get away from there. He dug his fingers into his scalp as if to drag
himself off by his hair.
The train was crawling past a small flag-stop platform apparently uncertain whether it had been flagged or not.
The carriage he was on came almost to a stop in an open field. He prepared himself, calculating its speed, and
swung down neatly and expertly before it stopped. He had no luggage to hinder him.
As the train stopped and moved on, he looked sharply about and sensed, rather saw that there was no one else
there but him.
But in that black void, the darkness itself seemed to glow and to illuminate objects and forms. Then this
strange brightness would merge again with the dark. He heard a sound like the searing outcry of a soul parted
from its body but still torn by its involvement, its bondage to earth and the flesh.
This dark, this death, this clarity, all gave the impression of being what they were not, as if slipping from their
true natures. The severed head of a rooster, unable to find its own body, seemed to attach itself to whatever was
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near and unnaturally herald the dawn. A date-palm, a coconut tree, a goat, a cow., a man: in that eerie half-light
might not any of them serve as cock’s body, crow cock’s crow? Even if one were aware of the cause of this
slipping from role to role, how could one avoid it? Perhaps in perceiving the world itself as just such a slip, just
such a mistake, one could.
*
A little before full daylight the milk woman knocked and shouted at his door, but he didn’t get up. He lay as if
immersed in the world of his dream, as if bemused with the thought that it might be an extension of someone
else’s dream. The milk woman called so loud he certainly should have heard, but he did not. It would be a mistake
to wait for him any longer, the milk woman thought, and went on her way.
33.77 Lachhma\fn{by Mahadevi Varma (1907-1987)} Farukhabad, Farukhabad District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 4
With her old black skirt faded from repeated washing and tucked up in a strange manner, her torn and duststained veil wrapped tightly around her waist, and a large sickle in her hand, Lachhma leapt down onto a heap of
grass and leaves that lay below, and burst out laughing. In a mixture of Pahari and Hindi, she said:
“Why do you worry about me? Do you think I am a human being like you? I’m an animal! Look at my hands
and feet! Look at the work I do!”
I now know why I am so fond of this young hill woman who overflows with spontaneous laughter, her
suntanned face like an unripe apple roasted in the fire. Her eyes, liquid beneath their dried lids, look as if they are
swimming in fathomless depths of unshed tears but have been dried on the surface by the sunshine of laughter.
Her teeth are white and even but her lips have turned blue with continual exposure to cold. Her soles have grown
hard with climbing over rocks day and night, her hands rough with cutting grass and breaking sticks. Damp mud
and cow dung are the only softeners they know.
Like a mole on the breast of a mountain, Lachhma’s small grass hut stands perched on a rock. Her father’s eyes
are weak, her mother’s arm broken. Her niece and nephew have lost their mother to death and their father to
asceticism. So Lachhma is the only one strong enough to support these helpless beings. In this wilderness, what
work can Lachhma find to keep so many people alive? That is her perennial problem. They have one buffalo, a
memorial of better days. Lachhma gathers grass and leaves for it. She does the milking, sets curds, and churns
whey. In summer, she sows a few potatoes around the hut. But this does not make up for the lack of grain, nor
does it solve the problem of clothing.
Lachhma’s life story is so wet and heavy with tears that even the most tireless storyteller and the most patient
listener will find it difficult to listen to.
She was married into a village that lies sixty miles distant from the abodes of civilization. Her in-laws were
thriving cultivators with plenty of land and many cows, buffaloes, oxen. Her husband could not be called mad but
his mental development was no greater than that of a child. Parents-in-law may grow fond of a retarded son’s
intelligent and hardworking wife, but to her brothers-in-law she can only be a nuisance. Her presence means they
must give the brother a share in the property; in addition, they have to restrain themselves from laying hands on
her.
When all the tortures inflicted on her failed to make Lachhma relinquish her rights, she was beaten so severely
that she fell unconscious. Thinking she was dead, they threw her into a pit. It would be hard to describe how she
came to consciousness and, though suffering unbearable pain, managed to drag herself across the valley to the
next village.
Not a word escaped her lips about what she had suffered because, she thought, to talk of it would mean a loss
of family honor. Again, how could Lachhma, self-respecting as she is, say that she had been beaten nearly to
death. The story she invented, of having suddenly fallen from a high rock, bore testimony to a courage that one
would not have found in the true brutal story of what actually happened.
On the way, for three days, she had no food. Laughing, Lachhma says:
“When I felt very hungry, I would make a ball of yellow mud, put it in my mouth, close my eyes, and tell
myself, ‘I have eaten a laddu, I have eaten a laddu.’ Then I would drink lots of water, and everything would be all
riglit.”
When her family saw Lachhma thus returned from the mouth of death, they wanted to teach her husband’s
family a lesson, but she insisted they shouldn’t, and managed to avert an epic war.
Sorrow seems to have taken up permanent residence in the shadow of this unfortunate woman. As soon as she
reached home, her brother’s wife died, leaving behind a little girl and a month-old baby boy to be cared for by
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Lachhma. Her body may be broken with toil, her fate severe, yet Lachhma has a whole and healthy heart, on the
strength of which she took on this bittersweet duty. But what did she know of child care! There was no nursing
mother to be found in the vicinity and the baby was not yet able to drink milk from a vessel.
Lachhma had an idea. She managed to beg an empty oil bottle from somebody, and loosely tied a cloth around
its mouth, like the wick of a lamp. With this, she fed the baby watered-down buffalo milk. Every bone in
Lachhma’s body is feeble with the tortures she suffered at her husband’s house. If she sits still for a while, her
spine begins to ache unbearably; if she remains standing, her knees begin to hurt. Yet, waking by night and toiling
by day, she fulfills her sister-in-law’s trust single-handedly. Today, that baby is old enough to follow his aunt
around like a pet animal, mutely imitating every action.
When I first met Lachhma, I thought of taking her to Prayag and educating her there. When I made the
proposal, Lachhma merely looked toward her fragile hut, and then bowed her head. In whose care could she leave
those beings? There was still hope at that time that her brother, who had been severely shaken by his wife’s death,
might yet return and do his duty. But even when that hope proved vain, Lachhma’s radiant laughter remained
unshadowed by despair. With an unforced smile she says reading and writing are of no use in the forest. Here, one
must know how to climb trees, how to pluck leaves and chop wood. When her old parents are no more and the
children grow up, why should God keep her in this world any longer? Her next birth will definitely permit her to
stay with me and to study, without neglecting her duty.
To educate her, I must wait at least until the next birth—if this strange statement did not speak of such
dedication to duty and such simple faith in life, how could one avoid laughing at Lachhma’s peculiar madness?
If friendship is defined as the free exchange of joy and sorrow on a level of equality, then I lack friends. I
express my joy not only in art but also in the company of birds and animals, trees and plants. Sharing my gladness
with them satisfies me completely. As for the expression of sorrow, I do not like to burden another with even a
fragment of my sorrow. When someone is happy, I feel a kind of freedom from anxiety about that person, so I stay
at a distance; my relationship to the grief-stricken is one of tenderness.
But my primary feeling for Lachhma, with her bramble-torn hands, her stone-bruised feet, and her radiant
laughter, is one of respectful friendship. She is not so unstable in her distress nor so light as to think that she
requires my support. On many occasions, I have found her far wiser and greater than I am.
Lachhma too, unlike other hill women, behaves as my equal. She fills the gap between us with her simple
sense of equality, so I do not have to make any effort to reach her.
She knows that I can eat choice dishes, yet she goes out of her way to bring me foodstuffs that are found in the
forest. One day, she came running with some fresh honey in a waxy piece of honeycomb, and insisted that I eat it
at once. I am not fond of sweet things, and the sight of honey always calls up a vision of bees that takes away my
appetite, but for Lachhma’s satisfaction I had to taste it.
Many people keep bees and trade in honey, but Lachhma could not buy a wooden hive, nor were the walls of
her house built to accommodate bees. When I asked, she told me that one wall of the hut had split open. Lachhma
wanted to rear bees in the crack. But why should bees consider it worth their while to live there? Tired of waiting
for them, Lachhma began to catch bees and transport them to the crack. Several times they stung her and her
hands swelled up; several times they rejected the narrow crack and flew away. Finally, some generous bees
obliged Lachhma by settling there. It was the first honey from their hive that she had brought me.
Similarly, one day, when I was leaving, she wandered far and wide to get a bunch of black grapes as a parting
gift for me. When the buffalo yields milk, Lachhma comes running with milk in a wooden cup, curd in a leaf cup,
or butter on a leaf, and making muddy pictures on the dry floor with her wet feet, she reaches my kitchen and
insists that I eat a little.
Throughout my student days, I lived in a hostel. When I went home for vacations, my mother used to feed me
with special care, but her care always seemed an exception to the rule, so I am not used to such care. As soon as I
completed my studies, I accepted the duty of caring for a number of students, so I have not had anyone insisting
that I eat. Lachhma’s insistence does away with my alleged and imagined adulthood, and carries me back to the
easy and natural state of childhood.
She is simple in her motherly love. Irritated by constant interruptions in my work, one day I said to Lachhma:
“Next time I come here, I will make a hut on that lonely mountain top and live there, where nobody will be
able to disturb me.”
Through constant worry about feeding everyone, she has come to realize that the problem of food is not easily
solved, and without solving it, no work can be done in this world. Fearing that I too might be beset by this
problem in the wilderness, she put forward a proposal that was truly characteristic of her. Lachhma suggests that I
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go and live on the high mountaintop when her two-year-old buffalo calf turns four and starts giving milk. Then
the milk of one buffalo will suffice for the old people and the children, and the milk of the other for me. She will
come every day and bring me a seer of milk, a seer of curd, a couple of potatoes, some wood, and water. She will
not speak a word, she will not even look at me. She will just leave the things at the door and come away. Then,
when I have finished writing my fat book and when I get bored with staying alone, I will just have to call out,
“Lachhma!” and she will immediately come up, and will carry all the stuff down, even the thatched roof of the
hut.
When Lachhma made this weighty proposal, looking at me with a pleading gravity, I was too taken aback to
say a word. Solitude and quiet can easily be obtained, nor is it difficult to write fat books, but one will look far to
find a helper so inexplicably loving and caring as Lachhma.
Lachhma is not far from the truth when she says that she lacks good fortune, not good understanding. One day,
as she watched me painting a picture of the Himalayas, she suddenly said:
“If I had the materials, I would paint the snow exactly as it appears.”
Jokingly, I asked:
“What materials would you want?”
With a strange combination of gestures and words, she explained that she wanted a big blue paper and some
white and green colors. Then she would climb a very high mountain, spread her blue paper on a flat rock, and sit
there all day, drawing the mountains, some of them upright as a wall, some spread out like a thatch, and some
domed like a temple. The blue paper would be the sky, the white color the snow, and the green for deodar trees.
I was amazed at this vast proof of little Lachhma’s intelligence. The sight of my struggles to paint a blue sky
on a white paper must have led her to think of a blue paper.
When I inquired, I found out that though Lachhma had never been taught the art, she was so fond of drawing
flowers and leaves, plants and creepers that she had covered the walls not only of her own but also of her
neighbors’ houses with geru\fn{An earthy-red color} and rice colors. Her pictures may not hold much meaning, but
the unskilled labor of the artist’s fingers and the lack of means are clearly visible.
In the same way, by watching others she has learned to knit, but since she did not have wool and needles, she
could not knit the sweater she wanted for her old father. When I heard about it, I got her the materials but I am
convinced that she would have run away, leaving them behind, had the question of protecting her father from cold
not been involved. She has a great deal of affection for me, but she would never think of using that affection to
fulfill even the smallest of her own desires.
In general, the numberless discomforts and the many hardships of hill life make selfishness obvious, but I
found Lachhma’s life exceptional in this regard. I have to look for the tears hidden beneath her natural laughter,
and then find out the causes hidden beneath those tears. And finally, Lachhma never fails to render my efforts vain
by saying:
“Oh, I am just a jungly,\fn{A note reads: A person from the wild.} what do I need?”
Lachhma, who is so pure in. heart, is forced to remain unclean in outward appearance. Sometimes, she gets
annoyed at her own uncleanness and says:
“How dirty I am! Don’t let me come inside the house. Stop me at the door. See how the whole house gets
spoiled when I come in.”
These outbursts are addressed to herself, because she immediately starts exonerating herself to me:
“I scrubbed my feet and washed them this morning, but when I was halfway here, I had to turn back to give the
buffalo grass. I beat my skirt on a stone and washed it yesterday, but the children wiped their muddy hands on it.
The day before yesterday, I washed my veil in the stream and dried it, but I had to tie it round the bundle of grass
because the string suddenly snapped.”
In some distant past, Lachhma had possessed a wooden comb. Ever since she lost it, she does her hair by
washing it in the stream and then pulling out the more matted parts. The gift of an old black comb was a great
event in her life. Having tucked it in her waistband along with her knife, she used to perform her toilet in the
forest, washing at mountain rivulets. Her strange happiness at being able to do her hair could only bring tears to
one’s eyes.
What name should one give to the misfortune of a woman for whom such a minor object is a rarity, even in the
twentieth century with its countless unprecedented beauty aids?
The other women once told me that Lachhma was in the habit of burning incense and wishing ill on their
children. When I asked her, she said that she wished ill not on children but on the eyes of certain people. There is
an old, moth-eaten picture of Durga in her house. Morning and evening, she puts lighted coals and perfumed, dry
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leaves before it, and prays that the eyes of those who look on her with evil intent may be burned to ashes.
I did not find it easy to explain to her the truth that purity cannot be protected by wishing ill on anyone’s eyes,
because the test of true purity is that the most impure vision is cleansed by contact with it, but Lachhma had no
difficulty in understanding the subtlety of what I was trying to say. Ever since, she prays only for well-being—her
own as well as that of others.
This daughter of the mountains is as determined as she is fearless. Just as she finds her way through the darkest
night with the help of her sickle, so she also stands resolute and unmoved in the face of the fiercest opposition.
Some years ago, some of her in-laws’ relatives heard that she was alive, so they brought her unknowing
husband along, and asked Lachhma to go back with them. She asked her childlike husband to hand over
everything to his brothers and to stay with her. She would sleep in the buffalo’s shelter but she would provide a
clean hut for him. Even if she had to lie on dirty, foul-smelling grass, she would procure a string bed from the
villagers for him. Even if she went hungry, she would labor night and day to provide food for him. She told him
that since she was married to him, she was willing to stay with him, all her life long. But she was not willing to go
to his house because his people would kill her, and her parents, nephew, and niece would, in that case, die of
hunger.
Her husband’s relatives refused to leave him there, because they did not have confidence in the good faith of
this magical woman who had risen from the grave. A wave of discontent with Lachhma’s behavior swept through
the surrounding areas, and she became the target of all kinds of gossip. The psychology of society is the same in
the hills as it is on the plains.
If they so much as imagine that injustice is being done to a man, all men rise up to take revenge on the women
concerned, but even after seeing clear evidence of cruel injustice done to a woman, women are ready to add to her
unjustified punishment.
Thus a woman who does not solicit male help at every step is put in a strange position. As she moves beyond
their reach, men get increasingly exasperated, and their exasperation usually expresses itself in false accusations.
This is natural, because we find satisfaction in proving our possession of that which we cannot possess, whereas
we feel no need to declare our hold over that which we have.
Is it surprising if they who are standing upright but keep hearing proclamations of their having fallen down
begin to consider the effort of standing up futile? Until a woman becomes strong enough to stay unperturbed by
false accusations, her situation remains insecure.
I saw in Lachhma the strength to stay unperturbed and also the generosity to forgive her accusers. Neither does
she demean herself by criticizing others, nor does she diminish her self-confidence by justifying herself. Her
mind, like a mirror, is evidence of its own purity. Once while a certain gentleman was sitting in my house and
enumerating to me her various imaginary faults, she was standing outside the door and making faces at him, like a
small child. Even when the wickedest men in the village are mentioned, she only says in her simple way:
“Apne aap rahega.” In the vocabulary she has prattled, this means, “Let it go; he will be what he is.”
When respectable people pass Lachhma on the road as if they see no difference between her and the buffalo
she is grazing, this does not anger her. She justifies their behavior, saying:
“I am not like a human being. They are very good. How can they talk to me? You talk to me—that is not very
good. But you talk nicely to me; that is why I don’t leave you alone.”
It is not easy to grasp all the implications of Lachhma’s broken sentences, but one can understand that she has
no place for ill feeling toward anyone in her heart, which has shrunk into itself at the thought of her own
smallness.
The day I leave is a painful day for Lachma. She comes running to see me after she has milked the buffalo. She
comes again after filling water and once again after feeding the children. As my packing proceeds, each joint in
her body seems to shrink and shrivel.
She always walks the first mile with me. When we reach the second milestone and I tell her to go back, she
stands looking lost, wiping her eyes, and watches me go on.
Hill paths are not broad and straight like our roads. They turn and twist; sometimes a tree blocks the way,
sometimes a rock. Long after she has disappeared from view, I hear her tearful voice calling after me:
“Go carefully, come back soon all right.”
These days, Lachma does not have to face the prospect of starvation. The apple orchards are heavy with fruit.
Their unripe and sour apples lying beneath the trees wither or rot there, no one is forbidden to gather them. These
days, Lachma sits down under any tree and eats a half or three-quarter seer of sour, inedible apples. Then she
works two days without eating anything.
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But gradually winter approaches, when snow will lie three feet deep like a burden of sorrow on earth’s heart,
when people will sit around the fire at home, telling old stories after a new fashion, when the rich and the poor
will live on their stored-up grain and mock nature’s cruel game, when some animals will be sent to the warmer
villages below while others will be secured in their shelters and fed dry grass. What then will Lachma do with the
disabled old people, the small children, and the unsheltered animals?
It is true and yet not true that I get no news of her. When I tell her that if she were literate she could write me
letters, Lachma, with strange gestures, says in her broken language:
“I write in my own way. I sit on a rock and think I have written this, I have written that, that should not have
been written. When I think that the letter has been sent, then I get up happily and cut grass or chop wood. All that
I write—does it not reach you?”
Who can help laughing at the idea of a letter written without paper, ink, pen, or alphabet, and sent without the
help of a post office?
But when, suddenly, in winter I am seized by the desire to leave my warm room and go to those mountains
lying buried in snow, or when in summer I disregard all the fashionable, beautiful hill resorts in my eagerness to
reach that silent, anguished corner of the mountains, who can say that I do not receive illiterate Lachma’s letters?
33.71 Excerpt from Under the Grass Of The Green Lawn: “The Chains Of Slavery”\fn{by Geeta Sane (1907-1991)}
Amravati, Amravati District, Marharashtra State, India (F) 3
… “Even you may not believe that until recently I had never even witnessed a sunset …”
Vanita did not respond. But today I was in the mood to unburden myself. It was a beautiful, moonlight night. It
was almost ten o’clock and silent all around. But it was rather warm. Vanita and I were sitting on easy chairs on
the terrace. After a great deal of persuasion she had managed to get me to go to the Haldi-Kumkum ceremony that
day.
“You think I am cowardly and useless. You are quite right. When I see your courage, your initiative, your
thoughts, I feel ashamed of myself. I feel my whole life has perhaps been a waste. But what is the use of blaming
girls for all this waste?
“Independence is something we have never been familiar with. No one seems to need the daughter of the
house even as much as they need the cow. She gets her food as a matter of right; the women fast twice a year,
invoking her name as the holiest of holy ones. There are still riots when a cow is killed. But what about a girl? No
one cares about her. She is only the evil witch who seduced Brahma the Creator with her wiles.
“The moment a daughter is born, the parents are saddled with a burden. The elders begin to think about her
marriage even before the babe opens her eyes. Strife begins in the house because of her while she is still a child—
when she should be laughing, playing, and enjoying her life.
“Vanu, I cannot think big like you. We grew up like unwanted cattle. But I have experienced the treatment
meted out to the likes of us and it has hit me where it really hurts. You were so upset because a young girl like me
entered wedlock with my eyes shut. But are you concerned about the thousands of injustices perpetrated upon
girls everywhere? It is possible the situation is somewhat different in the educated, cultured households. Perhaps
educated parents think differently. But what about most girls?”
“My life has taken a different path,” Vanita observed. “My parents are loving and understanding. They made
no distinctions between a son and a daughter. I was fortunate to find equally loving parents-in-law. Even Shreesh
is good-natured. No one has ever tried to crush or subdue my personality. It is society that has created the thorns
in the path of my life, not any individual.
“The responsibility for our maltreatment, too, is upon society. What is our value in society? Nothing! There
was a story I heard time and again when I was a child. It went, ‘Sakhu will leave for her husband’s home. Baku
will go to her spouse’s home. It is only my jubrya\fn{Son} who will be of use to me!’ At the back of her mind
every mother carries the same thought. Because the daughter will eventually go to someone else’s house, the
mother couldn’t care less; because a daughter-in-law is someone else’s daughter, the mother-in-law couldn’t care
less. And men by virtue of being men will lord it over them! Why then be surprised if girls turn into dolls? Will a
creeper ever grow if we prune it every day?”
Vanita took my hand and held it.
“I admit that the circumstances are against us. The winds are blowing in the opposite direction. Is there any
bravery in turning your back to the enemy and retreating?”
I smiled a little.
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“The men show enough courage. There is no need for women to show it too.”
I knew that Vanita had a sharper intellect than mine; and because I felt so inferior I usually avoided arguments
with her. Today, encouraged when I saw that she agreed with my ideas, I spoke seriously.
“Ever since I can remember I have been hearing, seeing, and learning that a woman shouldn’t try to compete
with a man. Even before we could distinguish between men and women, we were taught: ‘I am a woman. I should
suffer all the injustices perpetrated by men without complaint.’
“Our father was a teacher in the A. V. school. He started on a salary of twenty rupees. Both Grandfather and
Grandmother were still alive. God alone knows how a family of four survived on twenty rupees. To add to the
travails, since my parents’ first children had been prey to infant mortality, my mother gave birth every year
regularly. Apart from this, every religious observance or ritual had to be conducted in the appointed way. As a
result, both Father and Mother became extremely disciplined; the month’s expenditure had to be planned out.
Budgeted things were purchased in budgeted quantities. If there happened to be a shortage of a particular thing in
a given month, one had to do without it. They had no option. If they had not behaved as they did, they would have
gone bankrupt.
“They performed many religious rituals and fasts so that their offspring might live. At last, as a result of the
blessings of a holy man, Bhau [her brother] lived. And because this holy man worshiped Jagadamba as his deity,
my brother was named Devidas, or the servant of the goddess. The rituals for thanking various gods for the
granting of a healthy child continued till it was time for Bhau’s thread ceremony. I was born two years later, and at
the instance of the same holy man I was named Mahadevi, the great goddess. Bhau shortened it to Madhu. You
know of course that Mother calls me Manu … I cannot remember when my grandparents died. But Father became
even more religious after Bhau’s birth and continued to be so till the end.
“Though Father was poor, he indulged Bhau in every way he could. That is why Bhau became so spoiled and
stubborn. As a child he never touched the coarse millet-flour bhakris we ate. Mother used to make two fine light
chapatis of wheat flour for him. Any chapatis left after Bhau was satisfied went to Father. I would get a glimpse
of a chapati only on festival days. Childlike, I pined for a chapati and would sometimes say, ‘Mother, will you
give me a chapati today?’
“‘Why do you behave in this greedy fashion? Have you ever seen a chapati without craving for one? You are
born a girl and yet you hanker for light chapatis and sweets?’ This would be accompanied by a slap or a rough
pinch on my cheek.
“It was only rarely that a sweet was made or brought into the house. And even on such occasions the first claim
was Brother’s, then Father’s; after them maybe I would get the minuscule quantity that was left.
“My mother never kept anything for herself. But nobody worried about that. Not only that, they even thought it
natural that this should be so. As children we were taught the principle of ‘giving the rice to those in power and
drinking the water that remained.’
“But as a child I hankered for these things. I used to sit at a distance and watch Father and Bhau eating. If my
mother caught me at it, she used to shout, ‘Why are you staring like a greedy person? Get up. They will not be
able to digest what they are eating with you looking on like that!’ Helplessly I used to get up and go out, tears of
frustration filling my eyes.
“Sometimes if it happened that Mother or Father was not around, I used to plead with Bhau. But he only boxed
my ear and complained to Mother. ‘Look at this Madhu, always asking me for this or that.’ And then there would
be a flood of tears in my eyes when Mother spanked me. Bhau was always given better clothes to wear. Many
times I was just tempted to touch and feel his clothes, but Bhau used to hit me if I did that. Mother of course
always took his side.
“Every expression of a girl’s spirit was squashed in a thousand ways. Bhau used to get toys from the fair. I
only had the satisfaction of looking at them. Bhau was picked up and tossed by all Father’s friends. I always stood
watching behind the door, envying him. Bhau had a little mattress to sleep on. I used to sleep on a thin quilt
handmade from my mother’s old saris. Father and Bhau used to eat their meals together, but until quite recently it
was taken for granted that I would eat afterward from Bhau’s used plate. Mother ate what was left over. As poor
people we didn’t dream of throwing food away.
“But all this did not mean that Mother or Father did not like me or want me. They were so poor. They were not
able to look after two children, so they discriminated. They were also under the pressure of the old culture. Their
way of expressing their love was different. Bhau was their heir, their support in old age, and the son who would
put the holy water in their mouths when they died. And what about me? After eating free meals in their house I
would go to someone else’s house. They understood the simple meaning of love. They were not people in a novel
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singing praises of some heavenly love.
“Once, when I was perhaps eight years old, my parents were talking and I, half asleep, overheard them. ‘The
lawyer’s wife next door wants Manu to live with them during the four holy months of the year.’ ‘Humm!’ Father
replied as was his way. ‘I think we should let her go. She never gets anything she wants in this poor house. At
least for these four months she will have four square meals a day and feel satisfied.’ ‘All right. If you think she is
a good woman, let Manu go.’
“And during those four months I used to eat at the lawyer’s house. I would get at least a spoonful of kheer\fn
{A note reads: A desert made from rice, milk, sugar, and almonds, often flavored with cardamom .} every day. I had chapatis every
day and ghee in the dal curry. I was very happy. When the four holy months were over, they stitched me a long
skirt and blouse of Dharwar material. I was given silver toe rings and a gold ring for my nose. My joy knew no
bounds. After that Kaku, the lawyer’s wife, seemed a goddess in my young eyes.
“Tell me, Vani, why should my mind and my sensitivity not die out? Right from my childhood it has been
these words, this treatment, and this behavior. Why? Because I had committed the cardinal sin of being born a
girl. It was clearly etched on my face. My mother was not a stepmother. Neither was she wicked. But she had the
bad fortune of living in poverty. Don’t you think it is unjust to expect girls constantly bruised like this to become
strong? Even a stone baked in a hot oven turns to lime!
“When I entered my eleventh year, there was a hurry to get me married. My horoscope showed a malevolent
Mars. My father could not afford a dowry. Groom hunting became an onerous task. They did not want to marry
me off to a widower. A prospective groom would first ask, ‘Is the girl educated?’
“Fortunately, my parents had not objected to my attending school with the other girls in the neighborhood after
I had finished the housework. And since I was fairly clever, I passed every year and completed the fourth
standard. Since education was being discussed everywhere, it was decided to keep me in school for a couple of
years more—until I got married.
“The second question to crop up would be of age. Everybody thought that a girl of eleven was too young to be
married. As a result the age at which boys married was also going up. Conversely, the parents of girls were in a
hurry to get them married. But a boy marrying at twenty-two wanted for a bride a girl who was at least thirteen or
fourteen.
“The third question was always about the dowry. A bridegroom who was ‘matric pass’ and earned twenty-five
rupees a month expected a dowry of between five hundred and a thousand rupees. Even these types were not so
easy to come by for me because of the malevolent Mars in my horoscope. My age kept rising. My father was tired
of looking for prospective grooms. When I turned fourteen, Father was sick with anxiety. He used to go and
inquire whenever he learned about a groom who had a Mars-oriented horoscope, and was really frustrated when
the whole thing fell through for one reason or another. It is not surprising that that frustration turned to anger
against me. I tried to keep out of his way altogether.
“Not many families came to test me as a bride, and those who came stuck to the conventional frames for such
occasions. The first occasion was when I was twelve. When I saw my married friends, even I wanted to be
married. My idea of marriage was clouded with grand saris, lots of jewelry, lots to eat, and a continuously playing
band. That’s why I also accepted the dream world of being looked at—approved—and married.
“I wore my mother’s special erkali sari. Have you ever seen the special-occasion saris preserved by poor
women? It had not been washed once in twelve years. The gold thread in the border was not crinkled, it had never
been aired or sunned. It was still new. I wore it happily. My mother gave me her broad gold bangles and pearl
earrings. I wore the neighbor’s pearl necklace and put my hair up tightly in the traditional way with a gold flower
pinned into it.
“Shyly I took the tea out and stood with my eyes cast down at my toe rings as my mother had taught me.” …
1908
72.49 Excerpt from The Brocaded Sari\fn{by Ishvani aka Ishvani Hamilton (1908- )} Bombay, Maharashtra State,
India (F) 7
… Raschid told me that we were going to make our home with his parents for a few years. Indian families
expected their sons and grandsons to live with them, even after they were married; we were no exception. I had
met my husband’s sisters, brothers, and mother before my marriage, and according to our Muslim customs, had
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seen his father from a distance. But I was completely unaware of the rest of the household. Nobody had told me.
Not even my beloved Lita had mentioned that Raschid’s grandmother, grandfather, three uncles, their wives,
children, and half a dozen cousins or so would be living with us too.
A small house in the garden, across the courtyard from the big house where the family lived, was build for us.
It consisted of a living room, bedroom and dressing room. The furniture was a portion of my bridal trousseau.
This is a Koja custom.\fn{The Koja is one of many Muslim sects .} A few comfortable armchairs, a sofa, a Persian rug on
the floor furnished the living room; Raschid’s books lining the walls made the room attractive and gay. A circling
verandah gave a delightful view of the garden with its tall pipal trees, its clustering bushes of red and white
camellias.
With all this beauty I felt strange in my new home. In the midst of my splendor, my beautiful jewels, my
brocaded saris and embroidered slippers (things I had adored and wanted all my life) I would rather a million
times have returned home. While I was there my existence had seemed boring and stupid. But as each new day
passed I began to realize how much I missed the warmth, gaiety, and love which lay beneath that seeming
boredom. It had been fun stealing up to the terrace, pretending I was going to be a great dancer one day; walking
with Yusuf in the garden watching the sun disappear down the far end of the blue sea. The long conversations with
Lita; philosophizing idly over the eternity of time, the relationship of Eastern and Western cultures, the different
religions in the world, the progress of science, and ultimately the everlasting question which ended all Indian
conversations:
“When will India be finally free?”
But in my new surroundings no one seemed to be interested in any conversations except about what they were
going to eat—how they were going to be dressed—when they were going to the mosque. It was impossible to
practice, even dream about my dancing; they disapproved of it too strongly.
My one consolation was in having Amah. I could talk to her at least. She had looked after me since I was a
child. But even she felt strange in her new home. In the kitchen, she said, the other servants refused to speak to
her.
It was Grandmother-in-law who ruled this household. She had protruding black eyes, and wore her black hair
pulled away from her forehead and tied into a stingy little knot at the nape of her neck. She was a devout Aga
Khani and disliked me profoundly because I was a Shia, and the granddaughter of Bismail.
Grandmother-in-law was much younger than Grandfather-in-law. In deference to his age, she dressed in black.
With still more deference, she garbed herself in the old-fashioned style. This meant a heavy silk robe hanging
down to her ankles with a two-yard scarf flung over her head. As the house was packed with male relatives of all
sizes and ages, she took great pains to conceal her bosom and head with the scarf. This required practice and skill,
if one wanted to move around fast.
In the Koja molla\fn{Koja quarter} the women have a special walk, for which they are famous all over India.
Their heads are bent with the elbows held stiffly on each side of the body and the hands held forward. Thus, head,
shoulders, and bust are covered by the scarf. From the front they resemble belligerent pugilists; from the back,
bulls enveloped by the toreador’s cape. Grandmother was heavily built, short, but strong looking. When she
entered a room all the loose ornaments and furniture rattled and shook; her backless Koja slippers clattered on the
stone floor and could be heard a mile away. With swinging hands, flashing eyes, and head bent forward, she froze
all the children and daughters-in-law into counting ten before they dared reply.
Grandmother was thirty-two years old when she married Grandfather, who was seventy-two. This was his third
matrimonial venture. The death of his second wife had dealt him a severe blow. After it he had changed
completely. He showed no interest whatsoever in his life, or his surroundings. The family was perturbed. After a
worried council it was decided to get him another wife. The results were excellent; he ate all his meals with
appetite, smoked his hubble-bubble pipe and was at peace again with the world. Dressed in his white shirt
buttoned up to his neck, with his white beard flowing down to the center of his chest, a white cap jauntily perched
on his silvery locks, he looked the picture of saintly contentment and dignity in his rocking chair. He resembled
the late Rabindranath Tagore\fn{Tagore died in 1941.} and could have been taken as his twin.
Strangely enough, the male members of Raschid’s family seemed to follow the same marital pattern; their
wives were always dying. Naturally, a new mother had to be found for the children. In our community, even if a
man wanted to live without remarrying, it would have been impossible. His family would put so much pressure on
him that eventually, in self-defense, he would be forced to take a new wife.
At the funeral of each successive dead wife, the women arrived in hordes to weep, mourn, and wail, with an
alert eye kept open for their unmarried daughters over twenty. A girl over twenty was considered a very, very old
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maid in our community. She would have great difficulty in finding a husband, except, of course, a widower. These
old ladies of twenty usually had some defects, physical or moral, and if their parents were not smart, they had the
greatest trouble in getting them married.
Soon after the funeral of the departed wife, strenuous efforts were made by the parents of the would-be brides.
In some way they would manage to approach the newly bereaved family in a friendly manner. Suddenly,
apparently accidental meetings would take place in the mosque or, strangely enough, quite by chance, they would
take it into their heads to take a stroll outside the house. Great affection and interest would be showered on the
children after they had managed to worm their way in. Eyes would be raised to Heaven, tears would flow in
streams, as they reviled, in broken, sobbing tones, a cruel destiny which left such beautiful, angelic children
motherless, to be let to the helpless care of a man, one who was naturally incapable of taking the place of a
mother and bringing them up properly. Presents would be produced, and the children would be kissed and patted
tenderly on the head. Thus they hoped to make friends of them and to have them as allies. This, they hoped too
would give them a wedge with the father. Naturally, he would be touched when he heard about it. Then all the
virtues of their saintly daughter would be recited at great length: cooking capacities, saving capacities, sewing
capacities and how she adored children, especially grown-up ones. All this would be exploited to the maximum.
Beauty, on the contrary, would not be over-stressed. These maneuvers were mostly successful. A few months later
a new marriage would take place, and, perhaps several months or years later, another funeral.
Though we lived in a separate house our meals were taken in the large house with the family. The dining room
was gloomy, as there were no windows. There were two long, narrow tables placed at the ends of the room. One
table was reserved for the women, the other for the men.
Grandmother hovered over the men's table till they were seated and served. Then she signaled for us to enter. I
followed the younger aunts-in-law into the dining room. They glanced modestly away from the men’s table,
pulled their saris lower, then with sedate, mincing steps took their places at the women’s table.
The air was hushed and subdued. The servants pattered around noiselessly in their bare feet passing dishes
from one table to another. Grandmother’s eyes glinted like those of a general inspecting his troops, as she presided
over our table. She made a special effort to be pleasant to me as a newcomer.
“You don’t seem to have much of an appetite. You must eat, you know,” she said to me. Then with a grim
smile:
“Don’t forget that men don’t like thin women.”
I nodded, then tried to smile as pleasantly as I could. But I noticed that her own plate remained untouched.
Raschid’s mother glanced at her pleadingly, from time to time, but to no avail. Grandmother sat as grimly as a
stone without lifting a mouthful to her lips. Suddenly, for no apparent reason, she pulled back her chair and
stomped out of the room. There was an embarrassed silence around the table, the glasses and plates echoed
resoundingly as the door shut behind her. Being a newcomer I did not understand what it was all about.
I tried my best to appear at ease and smiled at my next-door neighbor, who was the third wife of Raschid’s
youngest uncle. She was young, modest, and wholesome but quite unhappy and plain looking. One could see from
her manner and appearance that she was provincial. Her style in coiffure and her taste in saris all bespoke a smalltown maiden. If I told all I knew about her, it would fill a book. I shall satisfy myself, however, by saying that she
was extremely shy and that a great deal of coaxing had to be applied by the ladies around the table to make her
eat. One day as she was leaving the table after her usual frugal repast, Grandfather, worried about her reported
lack of appetite, decided to stop and speak to her. His venerable age permitted him to take this liberty.
“Bless you, my child,” he said, thoughtfully stroking his beard, gazing down at her benignly from his august
height.
She stood motionless for a second, too petrified to move. Finally, pulling her wits together, she did the correct
thing when addressed by a male relative of one’s husband. Lifting up her hands which were folded tightly across
her chest, she pulled down her sari, completely covering her face.
Suddenly there was a gentle thud and her white handkerchief lay on the floor. Beside it were a couple of lamb
chops. Shy of eating before people, she wrapped up anything she found when no one was looking, then slipped it
into her bosom. I found out later that she was partial to lamb chops. In the southern village where she came from,
nobody had heard of or seen such things.
After dinner I usually returned to my room where I would find Amah waiting for me. Raschid, like a good son,
stayed to chat with his parents.
“Did you have a good dinner, Amah?” I asked.
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She shrugged her shoulders negatively; obviously, she had not enjoyed her dinner any more than I had mine.
She then proceeded to move around the room patting a cushion, opening and shutting a blind, her silver
ornaments tinkling musically.
Silver anklets and bracelets were Amah’s one big vanity. Each Muslim New Year she received one of these as a
gift; next year I was going to give her a pair of earrings, perhaps a nose ring. Her wrists and ankles were already
covered. If more were added, she would have been unable to lift her hands or move her feet. Dressed in a spotless
sari every day, she wore her gray hair drawn simply away from her lined, gentle face.
I picked up my embroidery; each time I put the needle into the material and took a stitch, my past seemed to
appear before me, making my present life seem insupportable.
“What’s the matter, little one?” Amah took a piece of betel nut from the box beside her on the floor.
“Nothing,” I replied, bending over my needlework.
“Would you like me to tell you a story?”
“That would be nice, Amah,” I smiled. “Tell me the one you used to tell me as a child. The one about the Lord
Buddha.”
Amah told tales and fables delightfully. She raised or lowered her soft voice, and made her eyes shadow over
in sadness or sparkle with joy according to the mood of her story. Putting another piece of betel nut in her mouth,
Amah settled herself more comfortably on the floor. Then in a low, musical voice she commenced her story:
*
“One day, Asita the wise old sage sat meditating as usual, beneath the pipal tree. Asita was a hundred years
old. As his entire life had been devoted to pious works and prayers, his ears had long been closed to the sound of
earthly joys. The people of India loved and revered him because they knew that his selfless devotion and worship
had been rewarded by great spiritual insight.
“This special day, however”—Amah lifted her small hand and raised her silvery voice—“while in the midst of
his devotions, he was transfixed by what he overheard. He heard the gods rejoicing in Heaven. They were singing
songs of joy and gladness to honor the birth of a baby. This baby, they said, was going to fulfill a great destiny.
The universe had bestowed on him divine gifts, nobility of spirit, beauty, rank. wealth, as his just due. The people
of the earth, below, who made their own sorrows and suffering, had not vet had the good fortune of such a clear
spirit coming to mingle among them. His piercing intellect would see through the veil against which mankind
struggled so hopelessly and ignorantly. Or if he deigned, he would become the greatest ruler of the mightiest
kingdom in the world, and lead the greatest and noblest army of warriors into conquest.
“This event had been heralded by the unloosing of a silver star shooting down from the sky. It had come to rest
in the womb of Queen Maya, spouse of the blue-blooded King Voddoska, ruler of the mighty race of the Skyas.
“The queen had awakened in trembling bliss. The night had been illuminated by a rosy glow. The flowers that
opened their lovely petals only to the sunlight suddenly burst into full bloom and perfumed the night air with their
fragrance. That same night, the ocean waves were lulled by a sweet, soothing breeze which swept up over the hills
and mountains of India.
“Asita’s old bones rattled like a bag of pebbles after hearing this news. Picking up his wooden staff, he hobbled
off in the direction of the king’s palace. It was quite a distance for an old man of his venerable age, but that did
not stop him. His thoughts were too full of the royal baby in the king’s palace. After a little while, however, he
became weary and stopped to rest by the roadside.
“Suddenly he was surrounded by a band of monkeys. Their shrill chatter accompanied by gesturing seemed to
denote sympathy. Some hung their heads sadly, others screeched, beating their breasts, or two of them even
staggered and fell down, imitating the feebleness of Asita. Finally, tired of this play-acting, they ambled off to the
nearby stream to fetch him water. Trees were scaled, amidst a wild but friendly pandemonium, to bring him down
fruits.
“When Asita got up to continue his journey, the monkeys showed no desire to leave him. They exhibited their
friendliness by screaming encouraging cries from a respectable distance behind him. Others followed by swinging
feverishly from tree to tree alongside the road. When Asita showed signs of wariness, they gathered together with
cries of dismay to support him. Towards the end of the journey, the old man, unable to move, lay stretched out by
the roadside. This again caused them to wail and beat their breasts. Finally after a long and noisy conference
among themselves, the monkeys hoisted Asita on their shoulders and marched him triumphantly towards the
palace gates.
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“When the king heard Asita was near, he ordered the courtiers, noblemen, merchants flocking the palace gates
to make way for him. Queen Maya wanted to lay down her first-born at the feet of the old man. In India the
highest are humble before the wise. But Asita stopped her.
“‘Not so, O Queen, not so,’ he quavered in his thin old voice. ‘The earth was carpeted by a million unknown
flowers, the trees bent their great branches to makes an awning for his birth. The near-by hill produced a crystalwhite stream for his bath. Not for nothing did all this happen, O Queen. Not for nothing,’ he said reverently,
kneeling before the infant. ‘For thou art He, baby. Thou art Buddha. Come from your high birth to this lowly
plane to help mankind.’
“Then Asita related to the king what the voices had told him concerning the prince’s destiny. He would either
renounce ambition to lead the life of a sage, or become the powerful ruler of the greatest kingdom in the world.
After listening carefully to Asita, the king called a council of his wise men.
“‘Sire,’ the oldest amongst them spoke, ‘we as the councilors of your state advise that the greatest precautions
be taken till this dangerous period has passed. There is grave reason to believe that the first prophecy might come
true.’ The king, rising from his golden throne, said:
“‘You have spoken well. The prince cannot forgo his royal heritage to wander forth into an unknown world.’
He raised his august voice in scorn. ‘To save mankind, indeed. To help the sufferings of the ignorant! My son will
never wear the humble cape of the mendicant! Never! For other men, yes. But not for him. Ah,’ he continued in a
gentler tone, ‘the second prophecy is more fitting. He will be a king of kings, nobler and greater than any of his
mighty ancestors.’
“Plans were made forthwith to build a new and marvelous palace for the young prince. It would consist of
nothing except beauty for the eyes and joy for the heart. The rooms were to be studded with the richest jewels, the
ceilings made of mosaic and designed in the most wonderfully artistic patterns, each depicting a new story of joy
and harmony. In the ivory courtyards magical fountains would pour billowing cascades of opalescent water. The
gardens would perfume the air with the rarest of fruits and flowers. Surrounding the palace, miles and miles of
smooth green lawns sloped gently towards the green hills in the distance. Beyond this were great forests filled
with wild animals of all kinds. White deer roamed in graceful abandon and gaily colored birds flew from one
sweetly laden tree to another singing their eternal songs of love. Tall white-breasted swans filled the lakes; flocks
of wild geese left their snowy homes in the Himalayan peaks to visit this enchanted spot.
“To mention grief, sorrow, or death was forbidden in this paradise. The multitudes of attendants, singers,
dancers, musicians, teachers were warned that if such words were ever uttered, the offender would be punished.
He or she would immediately be removed. Even the dead flowers were plucked at dawn, the dying leaves hidden,
so that the eyes of the prince would not rest on anything which foretold of sorrow. The entrance to this
unbelievable beauty was guarded by a huge iron gate. It required a hundred men to open. Within it was a second,
then a third gate. Orders were that no one, not even the prince himself, could pass without the king’s signet.
“When the Prince Siddharta was eight years old, the most learned teacher that could be found was brought
before him. At the first lesson a Sanscrit verse was inscribed which he was asked to copy. Bending his wonderfully handsome little face over his jeweled slate, the prince not only copied it but wrote it in every language in the
world. Falling on his knees, the teacher exclaimed in tones of bewildered awe:
“‘O Prince, I am not worthy of being a teacher.’ But the prince soothed his instructor by kindly words and his
radiant smile.
“And so he grew up to manhood in grace, giving joy and happiness to all around him. The king, however, did
not cease his vigilance. His spies reported in the minutest details everything concerning his son. They said that
often when the prince was watching some wonderful performance, or hearing some marvelous tale, his eyes and
thoughts were far away. He seemed to be listening to the sound of strange winds in the distance, which someday,
his eyes seemed to say, would call him far away.
“Efforts were redoubled so that the prince would never be alone, or have time to think of anything except
beauty for the eyes and joy for the heart. The king sent his men in search of the greatest talent to be found in the
world. Singers, dancers, athletes, poets, writers, scientists were brought to the palace.
“One day, a special performer was scheduled to appear in the ivory courtyard. The prince with his entourage
gathered to hear this recital. In a voice of unusual beauty, this great artist sang of new lands where at night the sun
set low into the sea and where people with strange and unknown faces spoke different languages. Rewarding her
with a handful of precious stones, the prince inquired:
“‘Tell me, beautiful one, are there such places? And such people?’
“‘Yes, my lord,’ the great artist replied, ‘I have seen them.’ The prince was heard to say to himself:
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“‘I would give my kingdom to see such a world.’
This remark, as all others, was quickly carried to the king.
“‘It is well,’ he told his councilors. ‘It is time for the prince to visit the world and see his kingdom. Go, and
give orders that all over the land the cities by swept, the houses repainted, and the people dressed in festive attire.’
He commanded them then with raised voice:
“‘And tell them that the crippled, the sick, and the sorrowing must stay away from the roads. Only the gay, the
young, and the beautiful must appear before him. The dangerous period has not yet passed. Nothing of sorrow or
sadness must cross his eyes.’
So the prince accompanied by his gentlemen in waiting rode out through the huge iron gates. He was mounted
on his beautiful white horse Tanaka, who was harnessed in gold with silver bridles laced across his arched white
neck. Stepping over the flower-bedecked streets, he proudly carried his noble young master before the dazed
wonder-struck eyes of his people. Men, women, children shouted with joy and admiration; to them it appeared
like a celestial visitation, dazzling their eyes. Golden banners flew high over the houses, housewives wore fresh
sandalwood caste marks between their eyebrows, and everywhere there was laughter and joy.
The prince stopped to smile and wave, then patted Tanaka's shining mane.
“‘You see, my friend, everyone is happy. All is well with the world.’
Suddenly from amongst the gaily thronged crowd there was heard a loud moan. An old man had crept up, and
now lay exposed before the prince.
“‘Have mercy upon me, O Lord. End my sufferings,’ he cried, before the people could stop him, or push him
away.
“Tanaka stamped his white hoofs impatiently on the ground and whinnied mournfully as his master
dismounted.
“‘Tell me, Father, what ails thee?’ the prince inquired in a gentle voice.
“‘For days I have lain without food or drink,’ he replied, pointing feebly to his parched, cracked lips. ‘All that
awaits me now is death!’ After allaying the sick man’s suffering, the prince demanded:
“‘How is it that men allow such pitiful beings to live amongst them without giving them help? And what is this
thing he speaks about—Death—what is it?’ They shook their heads sorrowfully as they replied:
“‘Alas, so is life. O Prince, as all men are born so they must die.’
“Returning to the palace, the prince mused over the old man, his misery, his fear of death. Now he realized the
full meaning of all the different things he had seen and sensed as a child. He thought of the green fields where
beneath the midday, flaming sun the peasant toiled for his bread. Of the lion prowling for his prey, how the lizard
fed on the ant, and the snake on the lizard, till each killed and was destroyed in turn. A vast conspiracy of murder
where the conqueror and the conquered, both, lived in mortal fear. A gigantic. rotating wheel which crushed each
and all in turn. Riches. beauty, power, all went the same way. There must be something else—another answer to
this bewilderingly, sorrowful maze.
“The prince’s preoccupation was quickly brought before the king. The wise men were called.
“‘Get him a wife, O King. There is nothing like the soft, clinging eyes of a woman to drive care away from the
heart of a young man,’ they advised him.
“The news spread that the young, handsome Prince Siddharta, scion of the mighty Skyas, was to be wedded.
From many distant lands lovely princesses arrived. They came garbed in rich brocades, adorned with precious
jewels, and each one hoped to gain favor by her beauty and her wealth.
“But Siddharta remained unmoved till the latest arrival stood before him. The Princess Yoddhasra looked like
an ivory lotus arisen from a silver lake. Their eyes met, they stood motionless for a long time, gazing at each
other. Finally, as if in a dream, the prince spoke:
“‘I know thee, fair princess.’
“‘Yes, my lord,’ she replies softly.
“‘I know thee,’ he repeated, his luminous searching gaze turning to one of of radiant joy. ‘The same slim, tall
goddess form that I knew so well. The same pure and exquisite features, tender in their flawless perfection. Thy
noble brow more lovely than a crescent moon. Long have I lived missing a part of myself, little knowing that it
was hid in thee.’ Kneeling, he unloosened his ruby necklace to clasp it around her slim, silken waist. ‘Now we are
rejoined.’ His deep, musical voice ceased. His eyes clung to her in rapture.
“So they were married amidst the inexpressible rejoicing of the populace. The ecstasy of these young mortals,
each reflecting the other’s perfection, even shaded the glory of the shining heavens. From the earth sprang
crocuses, primroses, and other wild flowers; from the sky a silvery cloud hung suspended over their bridal
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chamber, as they lay in love. So they lived in happiness. A year later a young prince, inheriting the grace and
beauty of his parents, was horn. The king, contented in his old age, dreamed of the day when Siddharta would be
a king of kings, mightier than any of his ancestors. The second prophecy was well on its way.
“But often in moments of greatest bliss, the princess noticed strange shadows darkening the face of the one she
loved. An icy hand clutched at her heart as she begged:
“‘From whence springs this sadness, my lord?’
“Then the prince would cast aside his secret visions and with words of tenderness and love hold her close to
his heart.
“One night the princess had a terrible dream. With tears streaming down her face, she flung herself into his
arms.
“‘My lord,’ she told him in a trembling voice, ‘I dreamed a dream of terror. I saw a white bull for whom the
people built a golden temple but he broke his golden fetters and escaped. Then my golden marriage robe turned
into gray! The white jasmines in my hair withered! My jeweled anklets flew open! These are fearful omens, my
lord. They mean that I will be taken from thee, or much worse and more terrible still—that thou wilt forsake me.’
And she sank down before him. Raising her, Siddharta spoke words of comfort:
“‘Be of good courage, beloved wife. Loving thee has made me love the people of the earth more than I ever
dreamed I would do. Whatever comes, know that I will act only for the ultimate good that exists for us all. So
with the brave spirit of thy warrior ancestors, smile and quit thy anguished little heart.’
“When merciful sleep had closed her heavy eyelids, Siddharta got up and looked out of the pearl-encased
window. The brightness of the stars slowly dimmed, the gentle breezes sweeping the horizon ceased, the leaves
stilled their rustling. An untold sadness consumed him as he stood there gazing into the night.
“‘The time has come to choose between the two roads,’ he said to himself. ‘Which shall it be? The road of
power? Shall my blood-stained, golden chariot trample over the earth to gain worldly victories? Or shall I tread
the earth humbly till I am footsore and weary, searching for what my hearts tells me I must find?’
“But from the darkness outside there was no answer. All was still. The universe itself seemed to be standing
still, waiting with hushed expectancy.
“His eyes filled with tears as he turned to watch his lovely young wife with his sleeping son cradled beside her.
He strained to listen to the sound of their soft breathing, as though he were filling himself with this treasured
sweetness for the last time. He knelt to kiss the silken coverlet on which she was lying, for he feared to wake her
earlier than was necessary to the anguish that she would have to suffer on the morrow. Then he walked reverently
around their marriage bed, knowing he would never lie there again. He bent over her. This time his strength nearly
faltered.
“He stretched out his golden arms, longing to enfold her once more. But he tore himself away, and turned his
back on that jewel-studded room which held all that he loved.
“As Siddharta stepped away from that chamber, the universe seemed to awake with a sigh. The stars shone
brightly, the gentle breezes swept the horizon, the leaves continued their rustling. Then, as the dawn slowly overcame the darkness of the night, a supreme sadness filled him. Downstairs he aroused Rama, his trusted friend and
servant, and told him to bring out Tanaka. The old servant’s tears flowed as he harnessed the beautiful animal,
then led him out before the prince. Tanaka, his white hoofs raised, his neck arched, stood like some celestial steed,
waiting for the command from his beloved master to unloosen his fleet wings and soar with him into the clouds.
Rama’s tears continued to flow.
“‘Master,’ he begged, ‘do not leave us. Here is all that the heart desires. It has been foretold that the Prince
Siddharta, if he so chose, would be a king of kings, ruler of the mightiest kingdom in the world. Do not leave us.
Forget this other world,’ he implored. Siddharta embraced Rama and said:
“‘Be of good cheer, I shall still have a kingdom. But within it, no broken, tortured men will live in sorrow. Nor
will vast cities be left bare and desolate after the tramp of conquering armies. Nor will the earth be soaked with
the blood of innocent victims. In my kingdom’—he lifted his head—‘the high and the low, the rich and the poor,
the suffering and the deceased, all will tread the same path. But first, Rama, old friend, I must find that path. Who
knows where it is—hidden within the depths of the darkest forest—concealed under the heaviest underbrush and
covered with thorns. But find it I will.’
“So saying the beautiful Prince Siddharta mounted his white horse and rode out into the world.”
*
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Amah finished her story. Our unspoken thoughts were filled with the image of the golden Buddha leaving his
beautiful young wife and child, to go out and help the suffering people of the earth. Our eyes glistened with
unshed tears.
We heard footsteps mounting the stairs. Amah scuttled out of the room, her silver anklets and bracelets
clinking, as Raschid came in through the door. He appeared to be nervous and upset tonight. He picked up a book,
then just as impatiently threw it down again. Finally, he stood silently at the window, looking down into the
garden.
“Father has been talking to me,” he said suddenly.
“Oh,” I murmured, bending over my needlework. It was difficult threading the filigree without spoiling the
delicate form and then sewing it into the material.
“About Grandmother—look, put that stuff away,” he said, pointing to my needlework. “I want to talk to you.”
Obediently, I put aside my embroidery and sat with folded hands.
“She won’t eat.”
“I’ve noticed that. She never touches her plate. Why?”
“You mean to say that you don’t know? Look,” he said, in an exasperated voice, “she can’t eat at the same
table as you, she says, because you are not an Aga Khani. It’s a small thing to you, but with her it’s an obsession.”
I remained silent as he continued.
“Grandfather and Father are worried about her health. They told me that she fainted yesterday. She isn’t strong.
Her heart is weak.”
“I am sorry to hear all this,” I replied.
“Ishvani—you know that I wouldn’t ask you anything I felt would be impossible for you to do. But this time, I
am forced to ask you to enter the Aga Khani community.”
“Raschid, I would do anything for you in the world except this—”
“It’s only a formality,” he broke in. “You know to me it makes no difference what religion you belong to, be it
Hindu, Muslim, or Christian. But Grandmother and our entire family feel quite differently about such things.”
“I know that it isn’t important—to you, or to me—which religion one belongs to. But why wasn’t I told before
our marriage that they would be fanatic on this point?”
“I didn’t know myself that they would be so insistent.”
“But, Raschid,” I said, “you speak about them—what about us? Don’t you think that we should have the moral
courage to do what we think is right? After all, we represent young India. Our example will be watched and
followed by others. Shouldn’t we be able to think for ourselves now? Such ideas were all right a hundred years
ago, but with our modem upbringing, it really makes no sense.”
He jumped up from his chair.
“You don’t have to drag in India. This is a matter which is purely personal and affects nobody except
ourselves.”
“But Raschid, what about my family? My grandfather spent his life fighting their bigotry and fanaticism. We
suffered a great deal at their hands.”
“That is an old story which should be forgotten by now.”
“If I did, I would never be able to respect myself.”
He interrupted me impatiently.
“Let’s end this conversation. I asked you nicely, once. But you replied with a lot of irrelevant arguments. Now
I am going to command you and as a good Muslim wife, you should be only too happy to accede to my wishes.
You must join the Aga Khani community.”
“But Raschid—”
He raised his hand.
“That’s enough. Now it’s time to go to bed. Good night.” He stalked towards the door and shut it noisily
behind him.
78.227 The Leper’s Wife\fn{by Manik Bandyopadhyay (1908-1956)} Dumka, Dumka District, Jharkhand State, India
(M) 6
The predictions of men now and then come amazingly true though only God knows if there is any natural
reason why they should. God does not keep awake nights even to give effect to the will of the majority and the
curse of injured humanity is no more than a proclamation of helpless rage. But ever so of ten it takes effect as a
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terrible and poisonous curse.
Who does not know that to grow rich is to bring home other people’s money and that to be able to do this =on
a large scale is to become important and influential? Money, like a woman, has a master. Only the coin that slips
quietly out of the pocket and lies lost by the wayside, hidden under rubbish, has none. So the ways of obtaining
money are quite clearly defined, the sweat of one’s brow brings less and the cunning of the brain brings more. If
you wish to live in the world without hurting others, like a harmless and quite ordinary person, you will have to
weigh your sweat for your money, five hundred drops a coin. People will applaud you, slapping you on the back.
But if you wish to be rich, cheat and ruin! All the wealth in the world was divided and taken possession of long
before you were born. Empty others’ safes as best you can, by force, by fraud, by cunning, and put your gains in
your own bank account. Men will grovel at your feet and curse you in their hearts.
There is no other way to become wealthy.
Jatin’s father made something of a fortune by ruining people. He would not have done it if it had been possible
to make money by helping them. Therefore he could not be held entirely responsible for the envy and hatred
which lurked in the nooks and corners of his life. But symptoms of leprosy appeared on Jatin’s hands when he
was only twenty-eight years old, before he had been able to enjoy his father’s fortune to any extent, as if to prove
that goodness triumphs in the end and vice is punished.
The predictions came true. It was leprosy.
“What is the matter with your finger?” Mahasweta asked her husband one day.
“I don’t know. Some irruption. A pimple perhaps.”
“It is not a pimple,” Mahasweta turned the finger over and examined it carefully. “It is red and swollen.”
“It feels numb, Sweta.”
“Shall I paint it with iodine? Or with a kiss? One or the other ought to cure it!” Mahasweta touched the finger
with her lips and laughed.
“It doesn’t look like a man’s finger. It’s too rosy to belong to a human being! You must have borrowed it from
Menaka or Urvashi. The blood seems so close to the surface.
Mahasweta lifted the arm attached to the finger and put it around her neck. Once again she repeated what she
often said to him. “You are very unfair! Do you know it? You are so handsome you dazzle me! I don’t know
whether I love you or your looks! And is that all? There wouldn’t be much to worry about if it were. You would
know, if you were me, how I worry day and night! I’m dying of jealousy!”
For some time no further development in the symptoms occurred. Even the appearance of several round
bronzed spots on Jatin’s arm showed nothing. Mahasweta only felt that Jatin’s health was not as good as it should
be. She thought his pallor was caused by impurities in his blood. He needed a tonic.
“You really ought to take a tonic.”
“What good will a tonic do me?”
“Oh, try one and see. You’ll feel better.”
Jatin began to take one. But a tonic is of no avail in this affliction. Fetid swellings appeared on other fingers.
His skin coarsened, roughened and took on a dead look. His lips and the hollows round his eyes became puffy and
turned the color of unwholesome meat. His sense of touch atrophied. A pinch no longer caused him pain. He was
sad and peevish with a depressing dullness. And the finger on which the eruption had first appeared, the finger
which Mahasweta had kissed and painted with iodine, was the first to rot.
“You have leprosy,” said the doctor whose fee was sixteen rupees a visit. “And I am sorry to have to tell you
so.”
“It is a bad type,”\fn{ The disease is classified as dimorphous (borderline), tuberculoid (localized), or lepromatous (generalized, in
which there is the least resistance to the bacillus on the part of the host, and the invading organism attacks not only the peripheral nerves,
but the skin, the extremities, the mucous membranes, and the eyes) .} said the doctor whose fee was thirty-two rupees. “It will

take some time to cure you completely.”
“Then it can be cured, doctor?”
“Why not? Are you afraid? Diseases are curable certainly.”
The doctor’s manner was so hearty, his effort to reassure Jatin so obvious that no doubt was left in anybody’s
mind. Jatin would never be well again.
“The only thing that can be done,” said the doctor whose fee was a hundred rupees, “is to keep the disease
localized as much as possible. You know of course that it is contagious. Please be careful. I need not tell you that
children—do you understand?”
Didn’t he? Jatin understood. Mahasweta understood. If only they had known six months earlier!
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Mahasweta seemed dead. The injustice of it, the absurdity of it, gave her unspeakable pain. For her, death was
instantaneous. In a stupor of apprehension, completely overwhelmed, she asked: “Is it leprosy you have? Oh,
God, leprosy!”
Jatin’s life still lingered in him. Dispensing with the tone, rhythm and meaning of ordinary converse he
abruptly demanded, “What sin am I being punished for, Sweta?”
“Why should it be because of anything you have done? It’s my fault, the fault of my evil stars!” she cried.
In his own house, among his own kinsfolk, Jatin became an untouchable. No one could have prevented him
from going about the house if he had wished to do so. But he sought concealment. Isolating his apartments he
lived alone in self-imposed exile, his own prisoner. Mahasweta was the only person he permitted to come near
him. The friends who came to see him were dismissed from the outer rooms and his relatives, when they
attempted to express their sympathy, failed miserably. Jatin was unwilling to show himself to anybody while his
flesh moldered. He bought a radio and had it put in his room, he accumulated books and established a vague and
veiled relationship with the outside world and the others parts of the house by telephone. The effects of the change
which came thus suddenly in his way of living were far-reaching and disturbing.
Although he tore himself away from everybody else he could not give up Mahasweta. It is hard to say where
he found the strength to live without ever seeing even his nearest of kin but on Mahasweta he was as dependent as
a child. His determination to confine his odious disease to his own person until it should be consumed upon the
funeral pyre was unyielding. He followed it to the letter. But Mahasweta appeared to be an exception. He forgot
her danger in his concern for everybody else. And, having shared his life in every respect for so long, there did not
seem to be any reason for Mahasweta to protest if now she was called upon to share with him his fearful
contamination.
He wanted her with him all the time, calling her constantly. She must sit and talk to him, read to him. He did
not enjoy music on the radio unless they listened side by side. And Mahasweta had to look up the phone numbers
of the people he wished to contact by telephone, make the connection and hand him the receiver. And she had to
sit near him just to let him look at her.
All this Mahasweta did. She surrendered herself mechanically to each of his new whims. She did whatever he
asked her to do unhesitatingly and made no attempt to persuade him to change his mind or correct a caprice. No
one would know from the way she silently met all her husband’s demands that she herself was in need of food or
a bath, that she needed the company of healthy people or that she required to be by herself for a while. She took
her meals only when Jatin remembered to send her for them and went for an afternoon walk in the garden when
he bade her. For the rest she forgot herself entirely in a patient and unflagging effort to satisfy each quirk of his
erratic humor.
Yet she did nothing of her own accord. She kept careful watch to see that the rules which had been framed for
his convenience and comfort were strictly observed. But Mahasweta herself did not discover or devise a single
way in which Jatin’s comfort or pleasure might be increased.
Their co-operation had taken a new form.
Four years after their marriage they were confronted with the need to revise their relationship completely.
Their life together had flowed in a single united stream and they had accepted conventions which enabled them to
progress side by side. These were changed now and the smoothness of their progress disrupted. The old love, the
old affectionate teasing, the old tenderness, all had to be set in a new mould. Their understandings and
assumptions underwent a radical change.
Some changes took place of themselves before they had recovered from the prostration into which the shock
plunged them. In the course of the elaborate arrangements which were made for Jatin’s treatment the patient’s bed
was separated from that of his healthy partner. The sweet and intimate converse which is attendant upon the
married state and is so rich in all the pleasurable emotions, expired silently, torn asunder by the separate beds.
They forgot too the language of the eyes. But not entirely. They could still ask a bewildered question with them.
When they looked at each other their eyes shone with an inarticulate and unbelievable agony.
What had happened?
Mahasweta brooded over it day and night. Her lips were a hard line, pressed tightly against each other. Her
breathing was shallow and quick; now and then the need for more air forced her to take a deeper breath. It
sounded like a sob, a curse upon her fate.
“Why do you do that all the time?” Jatin complained.
“Do what? I don’t do anything!” Mahasweta pronounced the words slowly.
“I’m as good as dead!” Jatin suddenly broke down, “And if, on top of that, you are cruel to me—”
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Jatin seemed to forget and in his forgetfulness, he took Mahasweta’s hand. In the beginning his sores had been
kept bandaged but now they were uncovered so that the light and air could have access to them. The doctor had
directed that they be washed five or six times a day and exposed to the sun as much as possible. The bandages
were only for the night.
Mahasweta looked at his three cracked fingers. The skin had gone. She did not shudder at the contact. If Jatin
had asked her she might even have kissed the sore a little below his elbow, a sore as large as a rupee and full of
small red pustules.
Jatin removed his hand. “Am I loathsome to you, Sweta?” he demanded angrily.
“When have I found you repulsive?” Mahasweta answered in a tone of reproof.
“Then why do you look at me that way?”
“How do I look at you?”
Could anybody in his circumstances endure such an answer? Jatin got up and went out on to the verandah,
seating himself in the easy chair which was placed ready for him there, directly in the hot noon sun. No healthy
person could have borne the heat of the April noon sun more than five minutes but Jatin’s sense perceptions had
dulled. Hour after hour he lay there, spreading himself out in the sun, shifting his chair from time to time to keep
its rays full upon him. He had heard the doctor describe the beneficent properties of the invisible light within
them. He made desperate use of it. None should be wasted.
“Sweta,” he called. “Come here a minute.”
“Sit beside me,” he said when she came.
Mahasweta sat in the shade near him. The reflection of the sunlight so close and so intense, withered and dried
her perspiring body. It burned. But she did not get up. She sat on, drowsing, beside her husband, like a wife
beautiful with devotion to her lord.
“I am thirsty,” Jatin said.
Mahasweta brought a glass of water.
“I need another pillow,” he said.
Mahasweta brought him another pillow.
“Put it under my head,” he exclaimed irritably, “It is not enough just to bring it!”
“What are you thinking?” Jatin stared resentfully at her.
“What should I think?”
The heat of the April noon seethed.
That night Mahasweta woke to find Jatin beside her. She shut her eyes and did not open them again until
morning.
When the world itself and all it contains is so brittle what is there to surprise us in the fragility of human
nature? It is broken and built as men are broken and built. A king turned beggar betrays by his demeanor his royal
antecedents but no more than that.
Confined in his narrow prison with his own infected thoughts Jatin slowly disintegrated, gradually losing his
grip on his manhood. His foul disease got no better. On the contrary it worsened. His features, once so handsome
and attractive, grew ugly and his hideous exterior set its mark upon the inner man also. It became impossible even
for Mahasweta, stricken though she was, to spend more than a few hours with him. He lost all control of his
temper. Perhaps the disease affected the circulation of blood in his head for his yes, like his temper, were red and
inflamed. His voice hoarsened and grew heavy. He lost more than half his hair. His nose took on a coppery tinge.
The flesh of his face looked like tainted meat festering within. He was like a wild beast helplessly trapped; he
began to terrorize Mahasweta with his odious and intimidating behavior.
Jatin realized that he no longer had any place in human society. He could no longer hope for the love, respect
or esteem of his fellow men. He allowed no one near him and people stopped inquiring after him. He fiercely
refused to deceive himself. He mistook Mahasweta’s silent and unflinching self-surrender for the unnatural
manifestation of excessive loathing. Jatin had nothing more to give to anybody. Rage consumed him. He learned
to be selfish. And because he suffered himself he did not hesitate to cause suffering to others.
Mahasweta was the only person within his reach. She it was who had to put up with the disfigurement of both
his mind and his body.
She grew weary. Her apathetic torpor had largely abated. Her instinct for self-preservation was no longer
quiescent and she seemed to be on the verge of making an effort to survive. Not forever would she immolate
herself.
“Would you like to go away?” she asked Jatin.
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“No.” he answered.
“Sea water might be good for you.”
“Good for me?” he glared suspiciously at her, evilly. “The doctor did not say so.”
“As if listening to the doctor is helping any!” Mahasweta protested.
“We might try making an offering to the gods,” she suggested a little later, “you might be vouchsafed some
divine guidance.”
Jatin fastened his inflamed eyes upon Mahasweta’s strong healthy body.
“You! You cause the death of your own son and then pretend to revere the gods! An oracle! Divine guidance!
No god will give anything to the husband of a woman as sinful as you!”
What he referred to had taken place about a month before. Jatin had been told about it briefly but he did not
regard it as an accident. He suspected Mahasweta and brooded over his suspicion until it became a conviction that
drove him wild with malignant passion. He had been out of his mind for a day.
Mahasweta showed no discomposure. Her answers, under his cross-examination, were unsatisfactory. He
doubted their truth. Her attempts to patch together an explanation were obvious. And Mahasweta seemed to
regard the matter as entirely her personal affair. Jatin had no right to protest, no right even if it had not been an
accident and Mahasweta was more responsible for it than the gods. The issue had nothing to do with him and he
was agitating himself needlessly. A discussion was irrelevant. Mahasweta was destined to suffer, fated to loses
everything she cared for; she had suffered and lost. What was it to Jatin? Why should he bother himself about it?
The thought that Jatin would be refused any help from the gods because he was here husband was unbearable
to Jahasweta. “Why do you fret so much over your son? How do you know it was a son? By divination?”
Jatin’s eyes blazed with prophetic fire. “Not a son? Didn’t they speak of a son?”
“They know better than I do!”
Jatin said nothing more for the moment. He thought silently. And the next day when clouds filled the noon sky
and stole away his sunshine he called Mahasweta to him, very close. And when outside an agitated rain began to
fall he suddenly leaned forward and demanded in an offended tone, “Isn’t a daughter worth anything?”
“Are you still thinking about that?” Mahasweta was surprised.
“How did you do it? You couldn’t strangle her, Sweta.” Jatin went on. “Or could you do even that?”
“What nonsense you talk! How can I answer you? You insist on speaking of something you do not understand!
I console myself with the thought of how much the child would have had to suffer if she had lived. Can’t you do
the same? How hard it is raining! Let me watch it a little!”
Mahasweta got up and went to the window. Outside the rain poured relentlessly down and inside Jatin kept up
a stream of abuse. Mahasweta listened to her husband as she watched the storm. She gave a little laugh when Jatin
asserted he would not believe God himself if God were to tell him that a woman who had done what she did was
not capable of committing any crime.
“Why am I so afflicted?” Jatin had cried once. “What sin am I being punished for, Sweta?”
And Sweta had answered: “Why should it be because of anything you have done? It is my evil stars!”
Now their manner was completely changed. “You’re a witch!” Jatin shouted. “It’s your fault I have this
disease! You destroy your own children! Why don’t you die? Aren’t you satisfied yet? Is there still some one who
loves you?”
This suspicion became Jatin’s chief weapon. Mahasweta did not look like a happy woman. No one who saw
her would call her so. But to Jatin things looked differently. To him her paleness was the overflow of a full beauty
and the vacant look in her eyes, eyes dim with fatigue, the tranquility of contentment. Her cleanly habits and neat
dress were, to him, ostentatious overdressing. He regarded her life apart from him with grave distrust. Where did
she spend the noon? Was she resting in another room? Jatin did not believe it. If she needed to rest in another
room what was wrong with the room next to his? Couldn’t she rest anywhere except in a room on the first floor, a
room to which people from outside could find access privately?
“I am not such a fool. Understand?”
She still habitually answered his questions with a counter-question. “Who has called you a fool?” she asked.
“It won’t do!” Jatin was obstinate. “You cannot do that sort of thing as long as you are in my house. I’m not
dead yet! I warn you!”
“What are you talking about?”
“Nonsense! Just nonsense! Oh, my God, everything I have is ruined!” he cried bitterly.
Mahasweta stood still, as unmoving as a painting, while she watched his contorted weeping. The shriller his
abuse became the quieter she grew. The lids of her eyes rose and fell warily, slowly, and the pictures on the wall
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revolved hazily about her with a slow motion. Sounds from outside reached her; she was faintly aware of them.
Far away, somewhere, someone was crying.
It was inevitable that Mahasweta’s sanity should also be affected. When a person does what people do not do
ordinarily he is spoken of as being out of his mind. She did such things habitually and her life had long been far
from normal. In such cases new habits of thinking are formed. Friends appear to be enemies and an aversion to
the object of the affections develops. To some life becomes an unending farce. People cry themselves to death at
the sight of suffering or stare apathetically, imagining their heads are aching because they have had no afternoon
tea. What a strange bird just flew past!
Mahasweta did not stay in his room that night. She had her bed made in the adjoining one.
“Why?” Jatin demanded. She shut and locked the door, making the answer plain. She did not say anything.
Jatin stood in front of the closed door and roared, “I’ve loaded the revolver! I’m going to shoot you when you
come out!”
“I cannot stand this insult!” he cried. “Do I repel you so much?”
Jatin could not sleep. Forsaken and lonely he watched through the night. In the other room Mahasweta lay in
her empty bed, inertly groping for some support. She tried to think but could not; she tired to understand and
failed. Her thoughts blurred. Memories of her life before she was married revolved outside her head like a feeling
she could not quite grasp and her mind went numb when she recalled the early years of her marriage when Jatin
had been himself, healthy and handsome. From the gay and sinless festival of those four years she plunged into
the fetid present, centered around Jatin’s decaying body, a festering life, a life into which a tender babe, a
wholesome wonder, was born and died. Over and over again it was born and died.
All the light that was left in Jatin’s heart went out. Countless superstitions which he had once regarded as
ridiculous rose out of the darkness. After a few days’ brooding he believed absolutely in oracles. The man who
had always considered gods a product of the lazy imagination, religion a compensation of senility, and knowledge
the stronghold of reason, began to hope that if the gods took pity on him they could show him the way back to
health.
Which god? Tarakeswar, Baidyanath, Kamakhya? Where was his oracle to be found?
Jatin could not make up his mind. He called Mahasweta for consultation. “Where do you think it best to make
an offering, Sweta?”
Mahasweta immediately named the shrine that was the farthest away. “Go to Kamakhya,” she said.
“Am I to go?” Jatin was astounded. “How can I go in this condition?”
“Then who will do it?” Mahasweta asked.
“Why? You. When a man is ill his wife goes; you make offerings and bring back divine instructions for him.”
“Me?” Mahasweta answered. “I do not believe in the gods. The oracle will not speak to me.”
“Don’t believe?” Jatin found it difficult to credit her words.
“Not in the least! The idea of making an offering is ridiculous to me.”
Jatin was furious.
“You are amused? You would be! You pass your time merrily enough. Your husband is dying and you take
your pleasure with another! You think I don’t know!”
“With whom?” Mahasweta demanded.
“If I knew that would you still be in this house?” Jatin drew his breath noisily through his fetid nose and held
his foul fingers up in Mahasweta’s face, forcing her to look at them. “Don’t think,” his voice was like a groan,
“Don’t think you’ll escape. You shall catch it too! More terribly than I! No person so sinful can escape!”
In the violence of his rage Jatih rubbed his sores on Mahasweta’s arms and hands. In a horrid exultation he
cried, as if he had already succeeded in giving her the foul contagion, like lighting a fire from a fire.
“You’ve got it! You’ve got it! This is your punishment for loathing me! It won’t be long now!”
After this Mahasweta began to avoid him. She had almost given up nursing him and now she began to visit
him less and less. In the morning she sat with him for a while but kept away for the rest of the day. Before retiring
at night she looked in for a moment. Just a moment. It was almost a mockery.
Jatin might have turned her out of the house in his wrath if he himself had not set out for Kamakhya in search
of divine guidance. Jatin’s enraged insistence, his pathetic pleading and his unrelenting pressure forced
Mahasweta to consent to accompany him. But when the time came she was not in the house. “Mahasweta has
gone to Kalighat temple,” explained one of Jatin’s aunts. She had gone in Jatin’s car, accompanied by Jatin’s
servant, a short time before the hour of his departure.
The affair began at Kalighat. When Mahasweta told Jatin that she did not believe in the gods, she had not told
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the truth. Why, if she had no faith, did she incur the expense of such a lavish offering to the goddess Kali on the
day he left? And she distributed a large basketful of pice to the beggars.
Mahasweta handed out the alms herself. The pathway to the temple is lined with beggars. The driver and the
servant carried the basket while Mahasweta walked in front, scattering the coins with both hands. She did it with a
great deal of display. A crowd gathered to watch her performance. And the beggars!
There were lepers among the beggars. The noses of some had rotted away, leaving noisome holes, other wore
bandages of ragged sacking on their legs and hands. The faces of still others had coarsened and enlarged, turning
into gruesome sores while the wrists of others were smooth white scars where the sores had healed when their
hands dropped away. A single handful of ice was not enough for these. Mahasweta gave more. Even a basketful
was insufficient.
That very afternoon Mahasweta opened a leper asylum.
The servant brought home five beggars he found on the streets. Two of them refused to stay. They were not
tempted by the prospect of living in comfort. The other three took their ease from the first. They ate, slept and
showered blessing upon Mahasweta. They had nothing else to do. Within seven days the number of inmates rose
to twenty-one.
Mahasweta sent her relatives away to another house. She stayed on alone with a house full of lepers, a few
paid servants, sweepers and maidservants. The services of a doctor were engaged. He came morning and evening.
An advertisement for two experienced nurses was put in the papers.
“You will not be allowed to keep a leper asylum here,” the doctor told her.
“Why?” Mahasweta asked.
“How can such an institution be permitted right in the center of the city?”
“But lepers wander about the city streets,” Mahasweta made a surprised protest. “I have diminished the public
danger by shutting them up in a house!”
“Still. It won’t be allowed. But, you know, this is welfare work. No one wants to interfere. The neighbors will
lodge a complaint, wires will be pulled, and you will receive a notice. You will have two months even after that.
But when a second notice comes you should begin to make arrangements to remove the asylum at your leisure.”
“What a terrible disease leprosy is, doctor!” was all Mahasweta could say.
“There are other equally terrible diseases!” the doctor commented with an air of vast experience. “Leprosy is
not the only affliction which ruins men completely and poisons the blood of families for generations, Mrs. Dutta.”
Family! Generations! How much did the doctor know? Jatin let his suspicions drive him wild; he thought
Mahasweta was denying him. The doctor’s knowledge did not disturb him. Perhaps the doctor was on her side.
Between the ignorant and the wise there will always be a difference.
Jatin returned before nurses had been found. He had not heard the voice of the oracle but he had dreamt that if
he wore a charm made from a certain white flower which blossomed in the sacred pool he would get well. An
amulet had been made for him on the spot and he had put it on before he came home.
“What are you doing, Sweta?” he demanded, amazed at what he found in the house.
Mahasweta had achieved a measure of inner calm so her brain was clear. “I am doing this for your good,” she
answered. “I met a holy man at Kalighat. Never have I seen such a person! What spiritual strength he has! His
eyes are alight with a holy fire! He told me if I opened a leper asylum my husband would get well.”
“Really?” Jatin asked, still under the influence of the charm he had recently received. He was overcome.
“If only you had asked him for a medicine,\fn{ Personal mantra is probably meant to be understood.} Sweta!” he
regretted.
Jatin returned to the apartments which had been set aside for him. With the help of the amulet and the holy
man’s injunction he managed to keep his temper fairly mild.
Mahasweta kept her distance. She remained as aloof as she had been before he went to Kamakhya. The asylum
affairs absorbed her entirely. She could not contain her joy when the number of patients rose to twenty-five. She
cared for these disfigured, decaying creatures which she picked up by the wayside day and night. Her concern was
maternal and she looked after their wants as tenderly as a mother. She poured out on them all the warmth of her
heart.
“You give all your care to them, Sweta,” Jatin said one day, almost in tears. “You never even look at me.”
Mahasweta bowed her head. She could not answer.
There had been a time when she loved her healthy husband and had been horrified by the diseased beggars on
the streets. Now her husband horrified her and she loved the leprous beggars.
No complicated psychology was involved. It was a simple matter accessible to the common understanding.
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Mahasweta was no goddess. She was just a leper’s wife.\fn{ Leprosy is a disease which still has no cure, though a vaccine
is being worked upon, and a number of modern drugs (dapsone, rifampin, clofazimine) supplement the standard treatment (applications of
chaulmoorga oil, plus an adequate nutritional diet). Since its professional classification in 1874, when Dr. Gerhard Henrik Hansen of
Norway first isolated the bacillus that causes it, only the armadillo has been discovered to be capable of hosting the illness, though several
laboratories have reported success in raising leprosy in a test tube. Ironically, for such a horrible disease, leprosy is perhaps the least
infectious of all the infectious diseases; and although it has been estimated that 5% of the world’s population (some 300,000,000 people) is
susceptible, only some 888,000 cases have been reported, and only some 1,500,000 people are thought to be infected .}
72.1 An Unfinished Autobiography\fn{by Sucheta Kripalani (1908-1974)} Ambala, Ambala District, Haryana State,
India (F) 14
When I look back over the long years of my life it strikes me as very full, interesting and, on the whole
gratifying. I do not seem to have much to regret.
My childhood days were happy and carefree. We had a simple uncomplicated family life. My father, Surendra
Nath Mazumdar, came from an old Brahmo family. My grandfather, Dinanath, born in a well-to-do zamindar
family of Bengal, voluntarily left his home and embraced a life of hardship and poverty, though perhaps one of
much spiritual and psychological satisfaction to him. As a young man on a visit to Calcutta, he attended a meeting
of Keshab Chandra Sen, the leader of the Brahmo Samaj, purely out of fun and curiosity. But the eloquence of
Keshab Chandra so moved him that, then and there, he decided not only to be initiated into the Brahmo faith, but
to dedicate his life to its propagation.
Keshab Chandra had twelve close disciples or associates who organized the work of the Samaj and took its
message to different parts of India. My grandfather Dinanath was one of them. He was deputed to work in Bihar.
Later, he carried on his activities to the Punjab and Sind. He, therefore, used to be out on prolonged tours. My
grandmother struggled as best she could to look after the large family.
My father, after matriculating from Patna, studied in the Lahore Medical College and, later, joined medical
service in the Punjab. We, brothers and sisters, were born and brought up in the Punjab.
*
We were a happy, boisterous family. Father was indulgent to his children, jolly, witty and ready to share with
us some fun, when he was not too busy. Mother was strict; scoldings and occasional slaps came from her. But she
ran the home well. A hard worker herself, she made us share the household chores. Father and mother started their
day with prayers in the small puja room. In the evenings, mother gathered her children round her for a hymn and a
short prayer, suited to the children. In this we followed the true Brahmo tradition. I am afraid, by the time we
reached college, somehow or other the evening prayer had been discontinued. Mother was a good singer with a
melodious voice. In the evenings, when my parents had no outside engagements we would all sing together,
mother playing the organ. By the time I was in my teens, I would take mother’s place when she was not there. I
was fond of singing. My youngest sister had the sweetest voice of all. She went to Santiniketan to get trained in
music. She did well and, till her marriage, did radio programs from the Calcutta station.
Our education was very checkered. Due to Father’s frequent transfers, I must have changed a dozen schools by
the time I matriculated. To start with, I was a very dull student. My elder sister Sulekha was very fair, vivacious,
restless and an attractive child. My younger sister Hemani was a very lovely child with a mass of curly hair,
sparkling intelligent eyes, and full of mischief. In between these two extroverts, I was dark, dull and agonizingly
shy. Mother’s friends used to say:
“You talk of three daughters but where is the second daughter? We never see her.”
In school I was a headache for the teachers. I would not stand up to answer their questions. My sister, only a
year and a half older than me, a bright student in her class, tried to give me whatever protection she could. We
were very close friends but that did not stop us from having occasional bouts of fighting. For my emergence from
a dull to a bright student, I owed much to Mrs. Roy who taught me for some months.
My elder sister Sulekha and myself and been sent to study in the Loreto Convent in Simla. Here she fell ill
with a rheumatic heart. We were both then brought down and kept at home. Sulekha was seriously ill for a long
time. Mrs. Roy, a friend of the family, offered to teach me. She constantly gave me encouragement. I soon came
to like my studies and worked hard at them. From then onwards I steadily improved. When, after a few months, I
was sent to a boarding school in Allahabad, I was counted among the top students to the class. After a year in this
school, Sulekha, who had by then recovered, and I were sent to the Queen Mary’s School in Delhi. We stayed in
the boarding house there till we matriculated.
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We had a happy time at school. It was run by two missionary ladies, Miss Jerwood and Miss Fenn. Miss
Jerwood was keen to give her charges a good, sound education, and awareness of the society and the country and
a sense of obligation towards them. They organized for us small service activities in school such as the needle
work circle, to make baby clothes for the poor children. We raised funds for various causes like flood and famine
relief. In our Domestic Science course, besides what we were taught in class, we got practical training, while
training in Baby Care, for example, we bathed and cleaned the slum babies who were brought to us by their
mothers. We became bold enough to adopt a newly born baby from the hospital, but this experiment did not last
1ong.
We have a good library and were encouraged to develop a taste for reading. We also ran a kind of a weekly
wall-newspaper. Miss Jerwood, the Principal, was a strict disciplinarian. She stood tall, thin, straight as a martinet;
her sharp eyes missed nothing. We held her in awe. Later, I realized how good she was. She drilled into us
neatness, good behavior, punctuality, steady habits and many sound qualities. The Vice-Principal, Miss Fenn, was
just the opposite. She was a mathematics Tripos from Cambridge\fn{I.e., she had qualified for her undergraduate degree by
successfully passing a special honors examination at Cambridge called the tripos (after the type of three-legged stool the students used to
sit on while taking the examination.) } and a wrangler.\fn{Since 1748 (for males, 1947 for females} at the University of Cambridge, a
student who gains first-class honours in the third year of the University's undergraduate degree in mathematics, the highest-scoring student
being called the Senior Wrangler, the second highest, the Second Wrangler, and so on:W} In fact, she was too highly qualified to

teach elementary mathematics to schoolchildren. She was kind, forgetful and untidy, her mind often woolgathering somewhere else.
*
I must go back a few years to recount how strong nationalistic sentiments penetrated our home. I have vague
recollections of the agitation in the house over the Jallianwala Bagh and the subsequent Punjab incidents. Shortly
before this, Father had been posted at Saharanpur. Many of our friends and relatives, who were in the Punjab at
that time, came away and stayed with us till things quietened down. A wave of indignation and wrath swept
through our house, when they recounted to us their harrowing experience. I was about ten-years-old and could
understand enough to feel great anger against the British. We vented our anger on some of the Anglo-Indian
children who played with us, calling them all kinds of names.
The next impact came when, in 1920, Kripalani left the Banaras Hindu University with a batch of about two
hundred students and joined the satyagraha movement. One of the students in Kripalani’s batch was Dhiren
Mozumdar, my cousin, who was then studying in the Engineering College. Dhiren visited us frequently. He used
to regale us with the stories of their life in the ashram, their experiments in village work, the production and sale
of khadi, their jail life and, of course, their remarkable leader Dada (Kripalani). Through him we came to know
the main workers of the ashram. We got all our khadi from the Meerut Ashram. They could, in the beginning,
only produce plain white khadi of small width which was very coarse. We made saris out of them by stitching two
pieces together and embellishing them as best we could. I remember our joy when the first printed sari of
adequate width was produced!
I have no clear recollection when I first saw Gandhiji. In all probability, it was in 1924 when Gandhiji was
fasting in Delhi. Dhiren took some of us to have Gandhiji’s darshan. We waited, all elation and excitement, in a
crowded room having a look at the great man! Little did I then imagine how close to him I was to get one day!
This was the year when Sulekha and I appeared for our matriculation examination. We got through the
examination both getting a first class, my sister getting four marks more than I. We stood first and second among
the girl students. We both secured scholarships.
*
We joined Indraprastha College, Delhi, for our Intermediate but as Father was soon transferred to Lahore, we
changed over to Kinniard College. It was a nice, well-run college. Students were not many, about 20 to 25 girls in
the class. Enough individual attention was given to us. At this distant time, I do not recall much except one
incident. In the Bible class, which was compulsory, the teacher, an Indian Christian lady, in her enthusiasm one
day said some disparaging things about Hinduism, particularly citing the loose ways of Krishna’s life. The Hindu
girls were hurt and annoyed but we could not give her a proper answer.
Sulekha and I came home fuming. Father sat with us the whole evening coaching us on Sri Krishna’s teachings
from the Gita. He marked out the passages and prepared us well. Next day in the Bible class, we challenged the
teacher and started reading texts from the Gita, quoting Sri Krishna’s true teachings. The teacher was quite
unprepared for all this attack from chits of young girls! However, she had the grace to say that, if that was the real
teaching of Krishna, she had nothing more to say. After that, she never referred to Hindu religion in her class! But
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we were no longer persona grata with her. This was reflected in the marks she gave us in the other subjects she
taught us!
A few months before our examination, Sulekha caught a chill; this developed into her old ailment of rheumatic
fever and heart condition. For the next four or five months, we were just in and out of the hospital, Mother, Father
and myself taking turns to nurse her. But all our care was of no avail. On May 4, while I was in the midst of my
Intermediate examination, she died. This was the first death in our house. Our parents grieved the death of their
first child deeply. Father’s health started to deteriorate from then on.
But for this tragedy we had a happy life in Lahore. We had a wide circle of friends who could roughly be
divided into three groups—Father’s professional friends, doctors and their families, the Brahmos and the Bengali
community in Lahore. With the Brahmo Samaj as the nucleus, several religious, social and cultural functions were
organized. in which we participated. The Bengalis had their own social and cultural functions.
I passed my Intermediate examination in first class and stood first among the girl candidates, which
incidentally brought me a gold medal and a scholarship. I did not like to go back to the Kinniard College without
my sister. I, therefore, did my B.A. in the Government College for Women. My two years there were uneventful.
An incident I remember here is of a strike we organized in the college. Those days, strikes, particularly in girls’
institutions, were extremely rare. Our principal, a stodgy Englishwoman, whom none of us liked, made some
disparaging remarks about the Indians. This set us moving and we organized a mini-strike. She was quite
unprepared for this! She fretted and fumed, but nothing came of it till she called all of us to the assembly hall and
tendered some kind of an apology and withdrew her remarks.
The carefree days of my young life were about to end. My father suddenly feel seriously ill in December 1927.
It was diagnosed as T.B. About a year earlier he had been transferred from Lahore. Some of us, studying either in
the colleges or schools, could not leave Lahore. A flat had, therefore, been rented for us. A friend of my parents,
one Miss Sen, the principal of a school, had agreed to stay with us. Our real guardian, however, was our old cook
who had been in our service since before my birth. He was like a member of the family. Because of his sudden
illness father was brought to this flat in Lahore. My mother was in weak health as my youngest brother had been
born only a few weeks before Father fell ill. She looked after Father in the day and we two sisters, myself and
Hemani, took care of him at night. It was a most anxious time. The entire household was disrupted. Mother had to
wind up her household in haste, sell the horse and carriage and all the heavy furniture before coming back to
Lahore. There was the constant hustle and bustle of the doctors coming and going. Father’s medical friends were
greatly helpful. After a couple of months, his conditions stabilized and he started to improve. Our examinations
were on top of us. Hemani was appearing for Inter, and I for B.A. We had hardly touched our books. Mother
decided to take Father and the younger children away to Simla for the summer and leave a little early, to give us
two to three weeks’ time to study.
*
After the examinations we had a few happy months in Simla, as father was steadily improving. Our social life
mainly centered on the Brahmo Samaj. We had rented a house in the spacious grounds of the Samaj by the Mall.
That year, the Maharani of Mayurbhanj, a daughter of Keshab Chandra Sen, was also visiting Simla. Father was
happy to meet her after many years. The early Brahmo families who had lived and suffered privation with Keshab
Chandra Sen were bound together in deep bonds of affection. We could see how close Father and this lady felt to
each other. When our results came out we had both passed but missed first class. However, my marks were high
enough to get me a scholarship.
From Simla, we decided to shift to Delhi. Hemani and I got admitted in the St. Stephen’s College. There were
then hardly half a dozen girls in the St. Stephen’s College. We had a small girls’ retiring room attached to the
house of the Principal, Mr. Mukherjee. We went into the classes along with the teachers. St. Stephen’s College
was then in the old building in Kashmiri Gate, located on the fork, between two roads. Across one road was the
hostel and the Maitland House, where some of our professors resided. Our tutorials were also held there. Across
the other road stood the Hindu College. In the M.A. Class, as university students we had to attend classes in both
the colleges.
I was a student of History. Our Head of the Department was Dr. Spears, an excellent teachers, popular with the
students. He expressed in those days, great admiration for Gandhi, Tagore and other Indian personalities which
endeared him to us. My first days in St. Stephen’s were a little bewildering. I had been taught before by English
women but never by men. For three or four days I could not follow their lectures, as their pronunciation and
intonation sounded strange to me. But soon I got over the difficulty. My second worry was how to keep up my
end against the boys. The boys naturally watched the only girl in the class very critically. There was also a certain
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amount of sniggering and loud remarks about me. All this made me more nervous. Before our first house
examinations were to be held, I went to Dr. Spears and asked for exemption on the plea of preoccupation at home
due to Father’s illness. He sympathized but insisted that I appear in as many papers as I could. In all the papers I
took, except in one, I stood first. I heaved a sigh of relief. I had no longer to bother about the sniggerings of the
boys. My reputation in St. Stephen’s was established.
When I was in the sixth year, father’s health which had till then been steadily improving started to decline. We
took him to Simla. But, in spite of all our care, he passed away after a severe hemorrhage towards the end of June
1929.
Then followed the most distressing period of our lives. Grief-stricken, bewildered, in financial difficulties, we
had to change our entire mode of living. We returned to Delhi and rented a very modest flat near the college. My
younger brother had then joined the Hindu College. The house was depressing. We had never lived inside the city
in such a congested area.
We curtailed all possible expenditure except on education. Mother struggled valiantly to see that our health and
education did not suffer. We were greatly helped by three good friends, my cousin Jotin who lived in New Delhi,
Mr. Mukherjee, businessman and a close friend of my father, and Dr. Basu, a class friend of my father, who lived
near by, and who acted more or less as our guardian.
Mr. Mukherjee and Dr. Basu played the role of uncles to us in our distress. Our relatives felt somewhat
apprehensive about getting involved with us. They knew we were a big family and father had not left us too well
provided. Mother in any case was too proud to ask anyone for help, and we, her children, were also determined to
make good on our own. That year, none of our elder relatives cared to pay a visit to us except Mother’s youngest
brother who was a barrister practicing in Kuala Lumpur in distant Malaya. His short visit heartened my mother
greatly.
*
All these months I had paid scant attention to my studies, and was mentally very disturbed. Our Principal, Mr.
Mukherjee, therefore, suggested to me to skip that year and take the examination the next year as, he said, my
teachers did not want me to miss a good position. But I could not afford to wait a whole year. I, therefore, started
working, somehow dragging my harassed mind to the studies. Two of my younger sisters and one brother were
also to appear for the B.A. and Intermediate examinations. We all got through but none did too well.
I had topped the list of students in the History group. I was happy and relieved at not having to do the
examination over again. This also brought me a gold medal.
After leaving college I worked for some months in a newly started school in Lahore. It was on the whole a
pleasant experience. A noble incident of this period, which remains vivid in my memory, was the reaction in
Lahore over the execution of Bhagat Singh, Raj Guru and Sukhdev. People were anxious to see if the efforts of
Gandhiji would succeed in saving their lives. Then came the news that they had been taken to an unknown
destination and executed. The relatives of the three victims, after a frantic search. discovered the place where their
bodies had been cut up in pieces and burnt with petrol. The remains were brought and a mighty funeral procession
wound its way through the streets of the city to the banks of the Ravi. I have rarely seen such an emotional
upheaval! All of us spontaneously went and joined the procession. Anger against the Government was intense.
The whole of Lahore seemed shaken by a storm.
I did not stay long in Lahore. I wanted a college job. During the vacation, I got offers to join either my old
college, the Lahore College for Women—a Government job with a good pay scale—or the Benares Hindu
University where the pay was even less than what I was getting in the school. But it was a National University. I
chose the latter.
In the thirties, the atmosphere was surcharged with strong sentiments for the freedom struggle. My keen desire
to join the movement was checked by my obligation to help Mother. Working in Benares would be some
satisfaction. In July 1931, I joined the women’s college as a lecturer in History. The Principal was Miss Asha
Adhikari. Later, as Mrs. Aryanayakam, she and her husband were the pioneers in carrying out Gandhiji’s
experiments and research in Basic Education at Wardha. We took to each other immediately.
The university was very much in the mainstream of the struggle. We had frequent strikes and political
demonstrations. Though the staff was in full sympathy with the strikers, they had to make an effort to hold
classes. The girls would, of course, join the strike, but they were in these days not bold enough to go out and take
part in the demonstrations along with the boys. I told them that whenever there was a hartal or a strike, I would
not take regular classes but give them a talk on the significance of our freedom struggle. This succeeded
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admirably; not only my own students but girls from the other classes flocked to my room. We used to have lively
discussions and the students got a lesson in current History.
My younger sister, Hemani, got married that year to a young professor at St. Stephen’s. Dr. Sarvadaman
Chawla, a brilliant mathematician. He joined the Benaras Hindu university for a while. It was nice to have them
there.
During this time, I came in greater contact. with Acharya Kripalani. He and Dr. Verrier Elwin were touring
UP.\fn{Uttar Pradesh.} When they came to Benares they came to call on me. They were going to visit Samath and
invited me to join them. I went along with them and enjoyed myself greatly. Their company was exhilarating.
Both of them were men of sharp intellect and deep learning. Their conversation was racy, full of wit and humor.
From then on when-ever Kripalani came to Benares, he called on me. He came fairly often as the university was a
good recruiting ground for volunteers for the political movements.
On 15 January 1934, North India felt a severe shock of earthquake. In Benares, the shock was so severe that
we could see our houses tilt at an angle for a few seconds. The next day we got news of the terrible havoc in
Bihar. The disaster had affected an area of 77,000 sq. km. A population of a crore and a half had been affected.
Some towns in North Bihar had been razed to the ground. Big fissures and chasms had occurred, throwing up
water and sand. Thousands of acres of land had been rendered uncultivable. Laks of people\fn{Hundreds of
thousands} had become homeless and thousands had been killed or injured.
*
The British Government, unable to cope with a disaster of this magnitude, released Dr. Rajendra Prasad from
jail to organize the relief operations. Gandhiji camped at Patna. Congress workers, big and small, from all over
India came to help in the relief work. When my classes were over and the students were preparing for the
examinations, I took leave from the university and went there. This was the first time I came in close contact with
Gandhiji and the Congress leaders. I was encouraged in this venture by Kripalani who was then spending all his
time in Bihar. He had in the last few years become a very close friend of mine.
I was assigned to go and work in a village called Rampur Hari in Muzaffarpur District. Another lady and a
young boy of about 16 formed our unit. We had to survey 10 villages and help the people of the area.
Jamnalal Bajaj came to like me very much and wanted me to leave the university and join the Mahila Ashram
in Wardha. He had started this national institution to educate and train women for national service. At his
invitation, I went on a short visit to Wardha. The Mahila Ashram was located among a group of buildings on a big
compound. One was occupied by Gandhiji and his party. The life of the students appeared to me somewhat harsh
and rigid. However, as Jamnalalji was pressing me, I was half inclined to take it up. Vinoba Bhave was, I think,
the Chairman of the Board and had to approve of me. When I was taken to see him, he was fasting to expiate for
the sin of two young people living in the ashram complex who had fallen in love with each other! These two were
going about the ashram with hurt faces. The whole thing appeared to me rather atrocious. Vinoba’s rigid attitude
and extreme self-mortification somehow put me off from joining the Mahila Ashram.
In the last few years, Kripalani and I had been getting closer to each other. We exchanged letters regularly. His
letters were wonderful, revealing the yearnings of a soul dedicated to freeing India from poverty and degradation.
There was much in common in our ideas and outlook. This gradually developed into a strong attachment.
We decided to marry but the impediments were many. There was a great difference in age and he lived a life of
extreme austerity and hardship. Mother was opposed as she wanted a life of ease and comfort for me, i.e., the life
of a normal housewife. On the other side, his only sister Kiki reacted very strongly against the idea of her Sadhu
brother marrying at so advanced an age. He was in his forties at that time. She thought he would lose his
reputation and all his life’s work would be destroyed. She was a well-known and respected Congress worker in
Sind.
*
She wrote to Gandhiji. Gandhiji himself was opposed to the marriage. He was generally against his lieutenants
and workers marrying. He thought family responsibilities diverted their attention from the work before them and
weakened their ardor for the struggle.
Gandhiji sent for me. I went to see him, a little afraid. But he had a wonderful capacity of putting people at
ease. Further, no subject was taboo for him. So the talk was not the ordeal I thought it would be.
Early in the morning, while taking his walk, he spoke to me in a leisurely way, persuading me to give up the
idea. He finally said:
“If you marry him, you will break my right arm.”
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I asked him why did he not think that, instead of losing one political worker, he would gain two. But he just
brushed aside the idea and said:
“I have seen many cases. They just got embroiled in family and household.”
I returned to Benares without arriving at any decision.
The marriage was delayed also because of Jawaharlal’s\fn{ Jawharlal Nehru.} long imprisonment. Kripalani and
he were close friends then. He could not think of marriage while his friend was in prison. During this waiting
period of over two years, Gandhiji called me two or three times to Wardha. Finally, I bowed to his wishes and
agreed to give up the idea. Then he said:
“You have to give him up in thought, word and deed, have no contact, no letter even.”
To that too I agreed. Then the next day, he came out with something more. He said:
“If you remain unhappy, it will hurt Kripalani. So you must marry someone else.”
At this, I turned round and told him that what he was proposing was wrong, it would be unjust and immoral to
do so. He had no answer to that. That ended our discussions.
Jamnalaji’s sympathy was with us; he did some canvassing with Gandhiji for us. However, some time in early
1936, Gandhiji sent for me and told me that he had no objection to our marriage, but he would not be able to bless
us, he could only pray for us. We were satisfied with his prayers. In April 1936, we got married according to
Brahmo rites in Benares. From there we went to Allahabad where Jawaharlal’s mother Swaroop Rani warmly
received me with the gift of a very nice sari. At a wedding reception held in Anand Bhavan, our marriage was
registered with Jawaharlal as one of the witnesses.
Kripalani had become the General Secretary of the Congress in 1934. The AICC Office up to this time was a
modest affair, a mobile office shifting with each President to his home town. Kripalani built a proper office at
Swaraj Bhavan with different departments, a library, etc. The General Secretary was responsible for the day-today running of the office. The President paid only occasional visits and was kept in touch by phone and by
correspondence.
*
Kripalani was living in a couple of rooms in Swaraj Bhawan in utmost austerity. He had hardly any
belongings; he was doing mostly his own cooking. I joined him in this grand household of his! With my coming,
things changed somewhat. I did not give up my university job for another two years I used to be in Allahabad only
during the holidays. During the week-ends, whenever possible, we used to visit each other. This continued till
April 1938, when I took one year’s leave and came away to Allahabad. I resigned from my job in 1939.
Politically these were rather quiet years. I was keen to start political work. I used to feel small before all these
veteran jail-goers as I had not graduated through jail life. Kripalani was not too keen for me to enter politics, he
wanted me to do any work of my choice, not necessarily politics. He was not only my husband but also my
political guide. Living close to him, I imbibed often unconsciously his way of thinking, of assessing situations,
and even of public speaking. In the course of years, I have developed my own style of speaking and functioning
but his early influence has left its indelible impression on me.
In Allahabad, I started doing political work at the lowest rung of the ladder as a worker of the ward Congress.
But this little work at the ward level did not satisfy me. I, therefore, started working in the AICC Office. The
Foreign Department had been started but there was no one to look after it. I took up the work. We published a
fortnightly bulletin and sent it abroad to sympathizers of our freedom struggle, to newspapers, and various other
bodies. We also published news of political struggles in other parts of the world in the Indian papers. We received
and disseminated a good deal of news about the Chinese resistance. At that time, we felt great sympathy for the
Chinese. Jawaharlal had developed friendship with Chiang Kai-shek. During the visit of General and Madame
Chiang Kai-shek to Allahabad we held a reception in their honor.
After I had worked as Secretary of the Foreign Department for some months, Dr. Rammanohar Lohia joined
the AICC and took charge of the department. He was a brilliant young man recently returned from Europe. The
Congress then thought of organizing a regular women’s department in the AICC as well as at the provincial levels.
I was asked to take up the work. This meant not only office work at Swaraj Bhavan but a good deal of touring.
After a few months of sustained work, a structure was built with branches in all the Provinces.
The quiet life at Swaraj Bhawan was coming to an end. The Second World War had started. As soon as
England declared war on Germany, the Viceroy, on behalf of India, committed our country to the war. The
Congress Working Committee declared on 14 September that a “free and democratic India would associate itself
with the free nations for mutual defense against aggression.” They invited the Government to declare their war
aims and their views on democracy and how they would apply to India during the duration of the war and after.
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But the Viceroy was unable to give any assurance of freedom in the future. The Congress then declared that India
could not participate in the war effort and asked the provincial ministries which had come to power in 1937 to
resign.
In March 1940, at the Ramgargh (Bihar) Session of the Congress, which was held in the midst of heavy rain
and storm, it was decided to launch Individual Satyagraha. Gandhiji took a few months to prepare the country and
then started Individual Civil Disobedience, instead of a mass movement. He selected a list of satyagrahis who had
to go and address public meetings asking people to withhold support to the war effort of the Government. The
satyagrahis [were to give]\fn{The text has: have} previous intimation to the District Magistrate about the time and
place of the meeting. Vinobaji was chosen as the first satyagrahi.
*
I was very keen to court arrest. So my name was sent early to him in the UP list. I offered satyagraha in
December from Faizabad district. I came and stayed in Faizabad for some months and organized this work. On the
day previous to my arrest, Kripalani and myself reached Faizabad and stayed with a friend, Shri Vishnu Narain,
an old student of Kripalani belonging to one of the leading families of the town. I had informed the magistrate of
my intention to address a public meeting the next day at 5 p.m. But early in the morning, while it was still dark. I
woke up to the sound of heavy boots marching near the verandah. The police had arrived. Kripalaniji and Vishnuji accompanied me to the jail. My trial was held within the jail and I was awarded one year’s imprisonment and a
fine of Rs. 200.
Soon I was transferred to Lucknow Central Jail where women political prisoners were concentrated. We had
barracks in separate yards for the political prisoners. Life was more interesting. We kept ourselves busy reading,
writing, sewing, gardening, etc. I used to teach some of the younger girls. Most of the other women had three to
six months’ sentences. So they came and went.
The most oppressive thing in jail is the uniform drabness of the surroundings unrelieved for months. Our
troubles with the authorities were mainly over shortage of rations which were mostly stolen in transit. But
somehow we managed, as we cooked the food ourselves. We had a common kitchen and took turns at cooking.
We, at least, thereby had the satisfaction of eating clean food.
The letters were another source of irritation. The fortnightly letter due to us was usually badly mutilated and
sometimes held back by the censors. Towards the end of my term, I was left alone, the others having been
released. My health was not good. I was suffering from amoebiasis and low temperature. But the jail authorities
had brushed aside my complaints as malingering, though I had lost 16 lb!
On my release after a year, I stepped into a different political atmosphere. Feeling against the Government ran
high. We were, therefore, constantly out touring the country. I resumed my work in the Women’s Department, but
I received frequent invitations from the different Provincial Congress Committees to attend their functions and
undertake propaganda tours. By this time, I had become a fairly fluent speaker in Hindi. So I was kept very busy.
The theater of war had now shifted to Asia. The British administration started to withdraw before the
advancing Japanese forces. We were faced with the possibility of the British retreating, leaving us unprepared to
face the Japanese invasion. They had already taken steps to implement the scorched-earth policy on the eastern
borders and in the Provinces of Assam and Bengal. Means of communication had been disrupted. Even boats,
bullock-carts and cycles had been destroyed. Standing crops had been burnt. Our leaders were anxious to be
invested with political power in order to organize the defense of the nation against the threatened Japanese
invasion.
Churchill, who did not want to “preside over the liquidation of the British Empire” under pressure from
Roosevelt and the British Labor Party at last agreed to negotiate a settlement with the Indians. He sent Stafford
Cripps with a formula for a settlement. The formula was suspect in the eyes of our leaders in several respects.
Their scheme did not hold out a promise of Independence in future. There was also the possibility of dividing
India into segments. A veto was being given to the minorities. The proposed ministers were being offered no real
power for the defense of the country. Gandhiji soon saw through the hollowness of the scheme and said so frankly
to Cripps. The Working Committee, however, pursued the matter hopefully a little longer. The failure of the
Cripps Mission aggravated the situation. It also decided to hold the next meeting on 7 August in Bombay.
The intervening months were used by Gandhiji to educate the people about the need to build up national
resistance against the Japanese and the desirability of the withdrawal of the British to enable us to defend
ourselves.
On 7 August 1942. we all gathered in Bombay at the historic AICC meeting. My husband and I were the guests
of Sardar Patel at his son’s flat on Marine Drive. On 8 August the famous Quit India resolution was passed.
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Gandhiji exhorted us to “Do or Die.” The session lasted till late in the night. Early in the morning, at about 3.30
a.m., the doorbell buzzed loud and persistent. We woke up with a start and knew that the police had arrived. The
leaders were not expecting arrest so soon, as Gandhiji had kept the door open for further negotiations. Later
events indicated that preparations had been made all over the country for the arrest of all important Congress
leaders and workers with severe repression to follow. We tried to telephone Gandhiji and others but found that all
the lines had been cut.
Sardar and Kripalani were arrested and taken away. I tried to get some last-minute instructions from Kripalani
but all that he could say then was to try to continue the struggle from Bombay. We rushed to Bitla House and were
told by Pyarelal and Kasturba that Gandhiji had also been arrested, so also all the other big leaders. The whole
morning, news of arrests poured in from all quarters. We soon learnt that all the Bombay leaders as well as the
leaders in other States were in jail. Then news came that Gandhiji and his party were detained at Poona and taken
to the Aga Khan Palace. The train with the other members of the Working Committee had gone further South to
an unknown destination. For about a fortnight. we had no news of these leaders. Then we learnt with some relief
that they were all together in the Ahmednagar Fort.
*
The whole of Bombay was in turmoil. Attempts at holding meetings and processions were thwarted with lathicharges and tear gas. Meanwhile, a few others and I met privately to chalk out our future course of action. Sadiq
Ali was then the Office Secretary. Some members of the AICC staff were also in Bombay. We decided to run an
underground office. Between the whole lot of us, we had about Rs. 300 (our bank accounts were frozen). The
AICC Office in Swaraj Bhawan was sealed, so also the BPCC Office where the money for current expenses had
been deposited, Oayabhai, Sardar’s son, and some other friends agreed to raise funds. My husband’s nephew
Girdhari left his home and work at Nagpur and joined me in Bombay.
The pent-up feelings of the people burst forth in nationwide demonstrations and protest meetings at the news
of the sudden arrest of Gandhiji and all the leaders. Government’s violent repression was answered with violence.
All known workers were arrested; only those of us, whose warrants were issued in their home States but happened
to be out of the State at that time, could go underground and continue the movement. Our AICC Office was
located in a few houses. We lived scattered in different places and met secretly.
We soon started gathering news and issuing bulletins. As for instructions, people did not wait for them. In their
anger in the first outburst, they did just what they liked, There was extensive sabotage of Railway and other
Government property, particularly in Bihar, Bengal, some parts of UP and Maharashtra. In a few days’ time, our
office was organized. A number of friends, who had no previous connection with the Congress and were,
therefore, not under watch by the police, acted as our messengers and couriers. Some of them were smart young
men and women belonging to the fashionable set. We established links with all the active groups in the Provinces,
Our aim was to bring the Government to a standstill by any method excluding violence. The country had
somehow automatically taken to sabotage of government property. Some time later, Lohia, Aruna Asaf Ali and
Achchyut Patwardhan, one by one, appeared on the Bombay scene and joined our group.
*
Mainly through Lohia's efforts, we succeeded in setting up an underground Radio Station. Usha Mehta, who is
now teaching Political Science in Bombay University, was our announcer. We had to shift the transmitting
equipment from house to house in quick succession in order to escape the police. All news as banned by the
Government was put across by our Radio. It functioned for nearly two months before the police finally broke into
the house and arrested Usha while she was announcing. This brave young girl was given a tough time during
police interrogation and then thrown into prison for a long duration.
We were trying to send the news of the brutal repression in India to people abroad. Sometimes we succeeded in
doing so through innocuous-looking people traveling abroad. Terribly brutal repression had taken place in Bihar,
in some pockets of UP like Balia and in Midnapur in Bengal. Some indignant speeches were made in the Central
Assembly by a few courageous Indian members. We wanted to publish a book with all the facts and figures. But it
was a sizable task beyond our ability. Ramnath Goenka came to our rescue. In the strictest of secrecy in his press
in Madras, it was printed in one night and dispatched in suitcases to Delhi and Bombay. Some were smuggled out
of India. It was a tremendously efficient and brave job by him.
We decided to hold a demonstration in Delhi on 26 January 1943. Police vigilance was very strict and most of
the workers were in jail. New batches had to be found for the demonstration. I came down from Bombay to
organize this demonstration. As Delhi was too hot for me, I stayed in a humble house in Brindaban as a pious lady
on a religious pilgrimage. My young host was an underground worker not yet known to the police. Through him
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and a few other young men, I maintained contact with Delhi. We succeeded in holding a fair-sized demonstration
and sent a number of people to jail.
Gradually, the underground workers were picked up one by one and the watch for the hard core running the
Central Office was increased. Warrants had been issued for us in a number of Provinces. The movement was
flagging due to severe repression. Properties were confiscated. Family members of workers were tortured. I
remember one day a tall big UP peasant came to see me. I asked him what he wanted. He just sat down and
showed me the soles of his feet. They were scarred and burnt in long ridges! I was shocked and asked him how it
had happened. He said he was one of the underground workers, the last link of the chain at the grass-roots level.
The police, after capturing him, had tortured him to get information.
Among other things, they made him stand on an iron sheet placed over a fire; even if he curled up his toes
unable to bear the heat. they hit his feet with a stick. His soles were badly burnt, but he did not divulge anything
to the police. But later he sought me out just to tell me. The courage and sacrifice of the ordinary workers at the
lowest level was tremendous. I met this man again, when I was Chief Minister of UP. I am sure in the Tamrapatra
racket, his name will not be there since today he is not with the Indira Congress!
Now a controversy arose about the use of violence by the people in their fight against the government. Some of
the orthodox Congressmen arrested on August 8 had been released. They disapproved of all that had been done in
the first flush of anger by the people, as well as the continuance of the sabotage program.
At this time, the news came of Gandhiji’s fast in the Aga Khan Palace. A time came when we thought he would
surely die. He was allowed to see visitors. I decided that I would see him even if I got arrested. I just walked into
the room of H.V.R. Ienger (then Home Secretary of Bombay). I had not divulged my identity to his PA but I told
Ienger who I was and that I knew there were warrants against me, but I must see Gandhiji. My request to him was
that he could arrest me only after I had seen Gandhiji but not before. I did not know how he agreed. Later, reading
an article of his, I learnt that he had consulted the Governor who gave me 24 hours’ respite. I reached Poona with
the family members of a Sindhi friend, Pratap Dayaldas. I too was somewhat smartly dressed so as to be
inconspicuous among the smart ladies of his family.
At the interview, Bapu\fn{Ghandhi was affectionately called this.} was surprised to see me. He asked:
“Tu kaise aa gayi?” (How did you come?) I just replied:
“I managed to come.”
I had thought he would take me to task for the wrong methods used by us as complaints about the underground
leaders had reached him. But he did not say anything. He asked a few questions. Anyhow, he was too weak to
speak much. That very evening, I left Poona again with the same family group. I had found a family group to be
the best camouflage. Once I had traveled with a friend’s small baby from Calcutta to Bombay. The baby was
being sent and I too had to go. It was a good arrangement. Only a servant traveled to rescue the baby in case I was
detected and arrested on the way.
In March 1944, reports came from Bihar that the work was flagging. I decided to go there. I had been to Patna
several times. Therefore, there was a risk of my being detected. I traveled with two young children of a friend.
They were going to Calcutta, while I was to detrain at Patna. A Communist worker got into the compartment at
Kanpur. He somehow recognized me and got it confirmed by talking to one of the children. The Communists were
then fighting the “People’s War” in collaboration with the British Imperialists. We used to be as wary of them as
of the CID. I detrained at Patna at 2 a.m. I was to stay with a lawyer friend, but I told those who had come to
receive me what had happened and asked them to take me to some other house. Sure enough, before dawn, the
house where I as to stay was raided by the police. I was in Patna for a week, changing house every night. My
cousin S.N. Mazumdar was a senior ICS Officer of the Bihar Government. My mother and youngest brother and
sister were then visiting him. They wanted me to come and spend a night with them. I knew it was risky to do so,
but I was utterly tired of underground life. The movement had more or less petered out. With difficulty, we were
able occasionally to put up some demonstrations. The controversy over violence and non-violence had also
discouraged us. I, therefore, did not care.
I slept there one night. Early in the morning, three or four truckloads of policemen surrounded the house. My
poet cousin later got it in the neck from the Governor. I was taken to Patna Jail and kept for an hour with Rajen
Babu, as they had to make some suitable arrangements for me. So I posted Rajen Babu with the up-to-date
information. I was in Patna Jail for a month and then sent to Lucknow, my old place of detention. The other
political prisoners had been shifted overnight to the middle yard. They were told that a “dangerous prisoner” was
coming. They were naturally waiting anxiously to see who the “dangerous prisoner” was and were shocked when
they saw me.
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*
There were warrants against me in almost all the Provinces. So police from all these Provinces came to
interrogate me I would spent hours in the office with a number of CID men flinging questions at me. As almost all
of the original group of workers had been arrested and some of them had made incriminating statements, it was
quite a job for me to dodge their questions and, at the same time, give plausible replies. Alone in the barracks, I
would ponder over the next day’s questions and the answers I would make.
It was a frightening time. I was expecting a trial and a harsh sentence but, after a month, they decided to detain
me indefinitely.
I remained in Lucknow Prison till July 1945 when, after the settlement with the British, all the political
prisoners were released.
We reached Haimchar, a big village in the district of Tipperah, near Noakhali. Here too there had been rioting.
A few terror-stricken Hindus, who were hiding among the burnt ruins of their houses, came out to tell us the story
of their sufferings. Two dead bodies lay exposed on a village path. We next visited Choumuhani in Noakhali. It is
a railway station, about 16 miles from the main area of trouble, hence it was not affected by the riots. With this
place as our headquarters, we walked to Dattapara, 16 miles away, which also was not affected. About 5,000
refugees had gathered in the house of a zamindar, Shri Guha Roy, who had opened his granary to feed them.
Harrowing tales were recounted to us by the refugees there. We were told about kidnapping of girls and their
forcible marriages to Muslims. We were informed that a girl, Arati, had been forcibly taken away to the house of a
Muslim leader of a village and married to his son.
The next day, a Deputy Minister and the District Magistrate, an Irishman, Mr. Machinery, came to see us.
Kripalani and others spoke to them, while I listened to the conversation. When Kripalani told him of girls being
kidnapped and forcibly married to Muslims, his cool reply was that such marriages were willing unions between
young people who had fallen in love with each other! At this, I flew into a temper and told him that not a single
marriage was case of willing union of the young Hindu girls. They were all dastardly crimes against women and I
cited Arati’s case. My anger somehow stirred him out of his complacency. He noted down the information given
by me. Late in the evening he returned and started shouting from the gate of our house:
“Mrs. Kripalani! See whom I have brought.” I rushed out and asked:
“Have you brought Arati?” He said:
“Yes, I have brought the girl.”
She stayed with us.
Next day he visited the house of the Muslim concerned. He asked the girl if she had been forcibly married. She
said “no” in the presence of the Muslim family. Then a Bengali journalist, accompanying the magistrate, took her
aside and told her not to be afraid but to tell the truth, as she was in the presence of the officer. At this, she burst
into loud sobbing and said that they had threatened to kill her parents if they did not hand her over to the Muslims.
We brought the girl back with us.
The news of Arati’s rescue spread like lightning through the little town. This was the first good thing that had
happened to the Hindus since the riot broke out.
Our short survey of the riot-affected area was over and we were to leave early next morning for Delhi. But the
Hindus of Choumuhani implored us that at least I should stay longer to help them, even though Kripalani must go.
I had not come prepared to stay long, and Kripalani had his own misgivings about leaving me there to work alone
in this dangerous area. However, we both could not disappoint the people, to whom our visit had come as the first
ray of hope.
Kripalani returned to make his report to Gandhiji and inform the country of what the people had suffered. Next
day I decided to shift my headquarters to Dattapara. I became the guest of the zamindar, whom I have mentioned
earlier. We collected some brave young men, from among the refugees who had gathered there, to form a
volunteer corps. They were allocated different duties in this makeshift camp, such as supervision, sanitation,
distribution of provisions and kitchen work.
*
A group of strong young men and I took up rescue work as well. In each village, there would be just a few
Hindu houses, where the families of those who had suffered would be living virtually as prisoners—surrounded
by their Muslim persecutors. The belongings which they could salvage, their cattle, even their womenfolk, were
crowded into these houses. Many Hindus had been forcibly converted. The men were not allowed to wear dhotis,
but were obliged to cut them into two and wear them as lungis or tehmad. Sindur was wiped off the foreheads of

333

married women and their shell bangles, the sign that their husbands were living, were broken. In short they were
leading a life of utter terror and moral degradation.
We started every morning to cover as many villages as possible and to rescue the families marooned among the
inimical Muslims. Sometimes, the men preferred to stay with the Muslims and send away their womenfolk. The
following account given by a young girl from a rich family who somehow had managed to escape should be
revealing:
One morning a group of Muslims came to her house and threatened that, if they were not given Rs. 500, the
members of the house would be murdered, their property looted and their house burnt. The money was paid. After
some time, a large crowd surrounded the house. The eldest son of the family tried his best to pacify the mob and
was attacked by a long curved knife called a dao. The grandfather was thrown on the floor and was belabored
with bamboos. The son was forcibly placed on the prostrate body of the father. The mother fell over the son to
save him from the lathi blows and pleaded with the rioters not to kill him. She received a lathi blow that rendered
her unconscious. The girl then rushed out of the room where she was hiding and gave them the ornaments of the
family and Rs. 400 in cash to save her parents. The men took the ornaments and the money and yet her father was
given a blow which killed him.
There were other similarly harrowing stories. In one case I remember, a solitary well-to-do family was
surrounded for nearly a month by the Muslims. The family at last surrendered and was forcibly converted. Their
fear was that, during the ensuing Id day, they would be compelled to eat beef. They believed that, once they had
eaten beef, all hope of returning to the Hindu fold would be lost. To such depths of superstition has Hindu society
fallen! When we reached the gate of the house, the head of the family, an elderly man dressed like a Muslim with
a small growth of beard, rushed to me, fell on the ground, with his arms stretched, doing sashtanga pranam, and
shouted:
“Ma, you have come at last to save us!”
He left the house and his property and, along with his family, came away with us.
Ironically enough, a day after reaching the camp, there was some trouble. The old man refused to have food
from the common kitchen and said that since he belonged to a high caste he could not eat food touched by all and
sundry! I pointed out to him that for nearly a month he had been converted to Islam and was eating food touched
by Muslims and here he was objecting to food served by his co-religionists! His cool reply was:
“That was my apat kalin dharma (my conduct in distress); now when I am in my own community, I follow its
rules.”
That is caste logic!
Almost simultaneously with my arrival, a small unit of soldiers under a Muslim O.C. and a young British
officer was posted at Dattapara. Unfortunately, most of the soldiers sent were Muslims. I tried to be on ever
friendly terms with the two officers in order to get help in the rescue work. They did not directly help me but in
the beginning were quite cooperative. At my request, they would organize their route marches along the direction
I suggested. I used to cover 15 to 20 miles every day. Sometimes, the soldiers would complain that I was walking
too fast! I was driven by my intense anxiety to reach as many isolated and beleaguered Hindu families as quickly
as possible.
*
The soldiers, naturally, were not driven by any such anxiety or urgency. With their coming, killing, looting and
arson and had stopped but petty thieving, harassment, terrorization, as also the molestation of Hindu women,
continued. The Muslims soon succeeded in poisoning the minds of the Muslim soldiers and they began being
nasty and uncoopertaive. I finally decided not to approach them for any help and went on with my work with my
volunteers.
On the Id day, which the Hindus were dreading, I decided to call on some of the Muslims. I realized that the
Hindus would have to live there without the protection of the police and the army, which would soon be
withdrawn. Ultimately, they would have to live on the goodwill of the neighbors in the majority community.
Fortunately, Id passed off without much trouble.
From then on came a change in our method of work. We tried to win the Muslims’ goodwill, a tough task by
any standard. The poison of ill-will and hatred, preached by the Muslim League leaders and the mullas and
maulvis, had gone very deep. But even those who had participated in killing, looting and arson were afraid of the
high officials. The Government of Bengal, under pressure from the Center, was making some show of a police
inquiry into the excesses and crimes committed.
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The social order having been destroyed, even the Muslims, especially the poor, had to suffer. All the markets,
schools, hospitals and dispensaries had been destroyed. Bullocks had been killed and eaten up and ploughs had
been burnt. Even boats and fishing nets had been destroyed. Normal life was totally disrupted. Poor Muslim
families were starving. Only the few at the top, who were bloated with looted goods, had gained by the riots. I had
to render assistance to the Muslims as well as the Hindus.
No help could come from Delhi. It was plagued with a Government divided in itself. The League
representatives were both in the Government and in the Opposition. I set up a committee with local men of
influence; one of them contributed Rs. 4,000; grain was contributed by many; the most generous had been the
Guha Roys. They had been feeding, as I said, more than 6,000 refugees.
Soon people from Calcutta, leaders, press reporters, representatives of relief societies and a number of young
volunteers, girls and boys, started to come. Doctors and medicines also arrived. We started to set up small centers,
spread over the whole of the affected area. There was a loose kind of coordination among the different centers. In
course of time, a big batch of volunteers started to work with me. I organized 20 centers we did both relief and
rehabilitation work. We compelled the Government to give some compensation to the affected people. The
assessment of their losses was based on our reports and according to lists submitted by us. The distribution was
done under our direct supervision. For some reason, which we did not understand, Gandhiji was not in favor of
our getting ex gratia grants from Government for our work.
After I had been in Noakhali for about three weeks, Gandhiji was able to come. On his arrival, we met him at
Choumuhani. Shri Jogendra Mozumdar, a wholesale grain merchant of the town, was host to him and all who had
come with him.
I gave Bapu a report of my work and my assessment of the situation. According to me, most of the Hindus
were demoralized. They had lost all hope, and the Muslims, barring very few, had turned into antisocial
goondas.\fn{Hooligans.}
Gandhiji, of course, did not agree with me. He never lost faith in the basic goodness of human nature! He
decided to enter the riot-affected area from Dattapara, which was our headquarters, and asked me how many
people he should bring with him! I told him to bring a small party, as we were very short of food, since the
Government had not yet started supplying it. We had difficulty about water as well. For Gandhiji’s tub-bath, we
repaired an old hard-pump. From somewhere, the Guha Roys produced an enamel bathtub which we had kept in a
small room adjoining his room on the first floor. The water was taken to the bath by several young men standing
in a line from the hand-pump to the bathroom. There was no shortage of manpower then!
As soon as Gandhiji arrived, he made a radical change in our method of work. He said we should not try to
evacuate people, but gather them in camps. Our workers, singly or in small units, should spread out all over the
affected area and do all they could among the Muslims and the Hindus to bring about amity between the two
communities.
*
I would like to relate here a story that shows Gandhiji helped the poor and the needy. He asked me if I gave
work to those whom I rendered help. I said No. He said:
“That is wrong. You are depriving these poor people of what is left to them—their self-respect.” I said:
“Bapu, how can I ask a poor woman, with a babe in her arms, to work to get help and what work is there that I
can give her?” He said:
“Put a stone in place of your heart and tell her to dig a hole, which may be filled afterwards. But never give the
poor free doles!”
Gandhiji addressed the first prayer meeting at Dattapara to a large gathering, where he made this appeal and
announced that as an expiation for the hatred and violence indulged in by his “brothers, the Muslims,” but would
do padayatra over the entire area.
Thus started Bapu’s famous tour in Noakhali, his peace mission. Though one or two places came to be
regarded as his headquarters, he was constantly on the move. Thousands flocked to his evening prayer meetings.
His hosts during the tour were both Hindus and Muslims. His day’s route was announced beforehand. Volunteers
and villagers would try to prepare the route, filling in the ditches, clearing the undergrowth. But often we would
find that the Muslims, who were inimical to his peace mission, had, during the night, dirtied the paths by throwing
night soil. They would even spread broken glass, thorns, etc. He bore all his with uncomplaining patience. He
even gave up his chappals and walked barefoot. One day, I asked him:
“Is it necessary that you walk barefoot?” His reply was:
“Yes, here it befits me to walk barefoot.”
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These few words of his made me realize the depth of his sorrow over the happenings in Noakhali.
After that, we all spread out in small groups to different centers. I had, as I said, 20 centers under my
supervision. With a couple of other workers, I shifted to a village, about five miles from Dattapara, which had
been completely burnt by the rioters. All the Hindus families had fled, except a few of the very poor. We occupied
a burnt-out house. Nothing was there except the masonry platforms which had constituted the floor. The roofs of
these houses were usually of corrugated iron sheets and several of these were lying around half-burnt. With these
we managed to put up some shacks—to live and to work in. We borrowed a few utensils from the Guha Roys and
the minimum of bedding. The winter nights were very cold under tin roofs. However, thick spreads of paddy
straw served as our mattresses and kept us warm.
*
When I had been in Noakhali for about seven months, disturbing reports of the outbreak of communal riots in
the NWFP\fn{North West Frontier Province, now part of Pakistan.} and the Punjab reached us. It was a time of great
distress for all of us who had worked for the freedom of the country. The talks with the authorities, regarding the
transfer of power, were not proceeding smoothly. The Muslim League was deliberately fanning the flames of
communal hatred and violence. These levers were used by them to pressure a Government which needed no
pressure to carry out the wishes of the League. During the last war with Pakistan, Mountbatten said he had been
against Partition, but Jinnah had wanted it. The mighty empire which could successfully fight Hitler’s Germany
was afraid of Jinnah!
In April 1947, during one of my occasional visits to Delhi, I found Kripalani getting ready to visit Kashmir, in
an effort to bring about some sort of a rapproachment between the Maharaja and Sheikh Abdullah, who was in
prison. Jawaharlal was keen on the release of the Sheikh. Earlier, he had tried to go to Kashmir himself, but on the
borders he was arrested by the Kashmir Government. He was released on the intervention of the Viceroy, because,
as Congress President, he was needed for the talks that were in progress between the political parties and the
Government. Everybody was anxious that the question of accession of Kashmir to India be settled. It was thought
that if Sheikh Abdullah were released, he might bring his pressure, and that of the people of the Valley, to bear on
the Maharaja to agree to Kashmir’s joining India. This was a vain hope. Strings were being pulled by the foreign
Government. Neither the Maharaja nor Abdullah nor the people counted.
I decided to accompany Kripalani. We went to Kashmir via Lahore and Rawalpindi. At Lahore, we heard
ominous rumors about the Muslim League’s activities and its vendetta against the Hindus and the Sikhs. It was
said that worse things had happened there than in Calcutta, Noakhali and Bihar. We had talks with the leaders of
Punjab. Lahore was in the midst of constant communal rioting. But the two parties, the Hindus and the Muslims,
were matched there. There were rumors that something like Noakhali was happening in the rural areas around
Rawalpindi. The Hindus and the Sikhs living there were being literally wiped out. We learnt that the Governor
and the British officers refused to give them any protection. When approached, they asked the suffering people to
go to Gandhiji for protection!
The whole of Rawalpindi was like a vast refugee camp. We heard about the sufferings of the people and visited
some villages where not a Hindu or Sikh was left. We saw the village Kallar Dhuberal, where there had been
systematic massacre of the members of the minority communities. These villages looked like small towns with
houses and space built of pucca bricks.
Everywhere, we saw broken safes lying. This opulence was the result of the two World Wars. It was the area
from which Indian jawans were recruited. The Hindus and Sikhs were fighting men, but what could they do
against such odds! We were shown the deep well where a brave Sikh lady, with about 150 of her companions, had
jumped to death, after reciting japjee,\fn{Prayers for the dead in the Granth Sahib.} to save their honor. In one house, the
Sikh and Hindu children of the village had been collected and burnt alive! One could see the bones of the little
ones scattered in the place. We were told stories of great courage shown by men and women, facing imminent
death.
After going round for three days, we left of Kashmir. Kripalani’s mission there turned out to be a futile
endeavor. The Maharaja was virtually a prisoner of the British. His Diwan, Prime Minister Kak, was a British
agent, with an English wife. He kept the Maharaja under such a rigorous watch that nobody, who had anything to
do with public affairs, could meet and talk to him, except in his presence: We were unable to meet the Maharaja in
Srinagar. He was going to Jammu and we had to follow him in haste.
The Maharani, however, was a woman of some spirit. She invited us to lunch and maneuvered to leave
Kripalani and the Maharaja alone together for some time to enable them to talk without the presence of Kak.
However, nothing came of the talk, as the Maharaja was too tied up with the British to take any initiative and
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make any move. The Maharani gave me a check for Rs. 25,000 for my refugee relief work. This was represented
to Jawaharlal by the Kashmir leaders as being meant to deflect us from our mission. Jawaharlal, in those days,
was so enamored of these leaders that he seemed to have believed them and did not ask Kripalani about what had
happened during his visit.
On my return to Delhi, I met Bapu and conveyed to him what I had seen and the great shock and horror I had
felt. He heard me with great patience and was deeply moved by my report. That evening, while talking to the
leaders, he told them that, before reading my report, he did not have a full idea of the grimness and horror of the
situation.
I was too mentally disturbed with what I had heard and seen in the North-West to go back and work in
Noakhali. Though the need for work was still there, life and more or less taken on a quiet tenor. There was no
active lawlessness and crime.
May and June 1947 were months of great political significance. We were all on tenterhooks to see what would
be the outcome of the talks going on between the new Viceroy, Mountbatten and the Indian leaders.
*
It was at last decided to partition India. Therefore, I had even less inclination to go back to Noakhali. I paid a
last visit there, to make the necessary arrangements for the continuation of what could be done, under the changed
conditions, and then returned to Delhi.
By July, refugees from West Punjab and NWFP started to come to Delhi.
It started as a trickle but soon assumed the proportions of an avalanche. Thousands poured into the city,
presenting a living picture of torture and outrage of every description. They came in a horror-struck and dazed
condition.
As there was no agency to look after the refugees, as Congress President, Kripalani appointed a Relief
Committee, with Rajendra Basu as president and myself as General Secretary. Some prominent local
Congressmen as well as officers, the DC and the ADM, were also members of this Committee. Thus started our
marathon work of relief and rehabilitation of the refugees coming from NWFP, Punjab and Sind.
Our Committee worked for a number of years. We started modestly with a small camp at the eastern end of
Chandni Chowk, outside the Diwan Hall and opposite the main gate of the Red Fort. (This place is now occupied
by the Lajpat Rai Market.) In a couple of days the camp became overcrowded and we had to find some more
spacious accommodation. Another reason for deciding to shift the refugees from the congested city area was that
we came to know that some of the refugees were thinking of wreaking vengeance on the Muslims living near by
for the misery they had suffered. Some Muslim shops were looted and some Muslims, too, were murdered. In a
tense atmosphere, in a situation where it was difficult to maintain law and order, our task was none too easy. We
did not want to take the risk of having a large number of refugees, full of understandable resentment, anger and
hate, disturb the peace in the capital.
*
The DC, Shri Randhawa, an energetic officer, suggested that we shift the refugees to the old unused police
barracks m the Kingsway Camp. These needed immediate repairs and we did not have money for it, as every pie
collected was spent on the purchase of food and medicines. I drew Rs. 3,000 from my personal account and asked
my workers to go ahead and carry out the minimum necessary repairs. But when the barracks were ready, it
became a job to persuade the refugees to shift to the place as it was rather out of the way.
For three days, the buses would go to fetch them and return empty, as no one would get into them. Rather,
some of the refugees would hold out threats to the workers who went with the buses. On the fourth morning, I
went personally and explained to them the reasons for shifting them—the need for more accommodation and to
prevent some anti-social elements from making trouble. But nothing could persuade them to shift till I threatened
them with police action. Even then, only some of them agreed to go. Once the movement started, however, they
all followed suit.
Within a few weeks we had twenty-four thousand refugees in the Kingsway Camp and we had to find another
area to accommodate the new arrivals. We then discovered a vacant spot near the Kalkaji Temple and soon a
township of tents went up there to accommodate them. Both these places still continue as refugees colonies.
By December, the Delhi administration had set up the Department of Relief and Rehabilitation and were
willing to take over the camps. Our newly established Swaraj Government was too preoccupied with political
matters to attend to the work of relief and rehabilitation of the refugees. The tremendous task of bringing out the
oppressed and tortured Hindus and Sikhs out of Pakistan and sending the Muslims, who wanted to leave for
Pakistan, was taking up all our energies. I sometimes returned home at midnight.
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Though other relief organizations sprang up afterwards, the most important and well organized was ours.
About 300 young men and women were working with me day and night as volunteers. Funds started coming in, as
soon as people saw the dimension of our task. Our reception center was in a building opposite the Railway
Station, used for the soldiers during the war. It was known as the Wavell Canteen. We had to run a huge kitchen
there to provide the refugees with their first meal on arrival. The warmth and generosity with which Delhi citizens
responded to my appeal over the radio for cooked food was most gratifying. Villages would bring chapatis, while
dal and vegetables would be supplied by local dhabawalas.
Once, we got news that the refugees in Kala Camp in Rawalpindi, waiting to be transferred to India, were
going without food. We decided to send a planeload of chapatis. I just made an appeal and women from various
localities in Delhi in no time contributed four thousand chapatis and dal, to be flown over to Rawalpindi. The
large-heartedness and affection with which people helped the sufferers constituted a veritable saga of service!
The refugees had gone to other places too, so we spread our activities, though on a smaller scale, to East Punjab, Rajasthan, UP and Madhya Pradesh. Two of our work centers, with local help, were established in distant
Bangalore and Madras, where some refugees had managed to reach. We organized handicraft centers to provide
work to a limited number of men and women. At one time we gave employment to more than two thousand men
and women in the Kingsway and other camps in Delhi.
Another piece of work we took up on a large scale was house building. After some months, the tents were
becoming torn and ragged and we were not able to get enough replacements from the military. Vinoba Bhave
came to Delhi and addressed our committee. While discussing the housing problem, a suggestion was made that
we start building some kachcha houses for the refugees. This was because whenever we approached the Central
PWD, even for putting up temporary barracks, they refused to undertake the work, on the plea of shortage of
building materials—bricks, cement, etc. We then started the manufacture of kachcha bricks in the Kingsway
Camp. Soon we were able to secure pucca bricks, cement, etc., and used these for new constructions.
*
Work in this new field brought us varied experience. We acquired direct knowledge of the graft that goes on in
the Public Works Department of the Government. Their work is done through contractors and approved and
certified as satisfactory by the officials of the Department. Strangely enough, our buildings were also required to
be certified as fit by official engineers and overseers of the Department. Normally, before certifying and buildings
as fit, the officials had to be given some gratification. The Relief Committee had neither the intention of
encouraging the corrupt system, nor the money to pay. The result was that every time a building was ready, I
personally had to move the highest authorities in the Department, sometimes even the Ministers, to get the
necessary certificates of fitness for our buildings.
I recall an interesting episode of this period. A few months later, Lady Mountbatten, along with some
fashionable ladies, the wives of high Indian officials, started a Refugee Relief Committee. She wrote informing
me that I could apply to her Committee for any help I needed. I could only smile at such ignorance and
assumption of superiority in our foreign rulers. I took the letter to Gandhiji, who told me to ignore it.
In the winter of 1947, I was elected a member of the Legislative Assembly in UP. Since I was still mostly
engaged in refugee work, my attendance in the Assembly was not continuous. Though work in the Assembly kept
me away from Kripalani, he did not mind it. He never wanted me to hover around him. He always said that I must
live my own life.
I was soon elected a member of the Constituent Assembly from the UP assembly constituency. I could not
attend its sitting regularly. But whenever I was in Delhi for some time, I took interest in the work. I had taught
Constitutional History as a lecturer in the Women’s College of the Benaras Hindu University.
The Constituent Assembly was soon transformed into India’s first Lok Sabha. Since 1946, my main
preoccupation had been the refugees. I spoke in Parliament on the Refugee Question. Thakurdas Bhargava, Dr.
Choitram Gidwani, Lala Achintram, a few other members and I formed group in the Lok Sabha and espoused the
cause of the refugees in the House. In the beginning, Jawaharlal was opposed to giving any compensation to them,
for the losses they had suffered for no fault of theirs, and was willing to make some ex gratia payment only.
However, we fought such a pitched battle inside and outside Parliament that he finally gave in. A scheme of
paying compensation on the basis of properties left and lost by the refugees in Pakistan was evolved. I soon found
myself on almost all the important committees appointed by the Government, for dealing with the multifarious
problems of the refugees.
*
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When there were communal riots in East Pakistan and Hindu refugees started to pour into Assam, Bengal and
Bihar, a Parliamentary Committee, with myself as Chairman, went out to tour the area, to assess the losses the
refugees had suffered and to suggest measures for their relief and rehabilitation. But though the Bengali refugees
were living in camps, there were no proposals for their permanent settlement, as Jawaharlal thought that they
would go back. The problem of their permanent settlement remained hanging for a long time.
287.44 & 32.786 & 35.1 1. To End All Wars 2. Walls 3. Magic Strings: Three Short Stories\fn{by Vaikom
Muhammad Basheer (1908-1994)} Thalayolaparambu, Kottayam District, Kerala State, India (M) 18
1
“To end all wars,” sprawling in his easy chair, scratching away with hedonistic relish and hissing through
gritted teeth and contorted lips, the famous thinker and writer hurled the question at the youthful reporter who had
come to interview him:
“To end all wars, what do you want me to do?”
“You need not do anything, Sir,” the reporter clarified, “What we want is your opinion on this vexed question.
If war is to cease forever what should the people do?”
“They need not to do anything, you ass! It is enough if you remove yourself from here now.”
“Sir, you must say something. The world is in trouble and misery. Untold havoc is being wrought on all sides.
The world needs peace and tranquility. We want your esteemed opinion how this can be achieved. To end all
wars?”
“You swine, you blockhead, did they consult me when they started the war? Wars have occurred from the very
earliest times and if this war ends, there will be another. Now go away.”
“Oh, Sir, that won’t do. There should never be another war. What should we do to ensure that war and strife
will cease forever?”
*
“Go and ask the other thinkers. Don’t disturb me.”
“We have secured the opinions of all the others,” the reporter said hesitantly. “Knowing your temper, I have
come to you last. And we attach more weight to your opinion.”
“And what did the others say? What are their panaceas?”
“The world must accept the religion of Zoroaster; the world must lend its ears to the sayings of Confucius; it
must take to the way of the Buddha; it must follow the gospels of Christ; it must place its faith in Prophet
Mohammed; it must imbibe the teachings of Nanak,\fn{ Founding guru of the Sikh religion:H} so on and so forth.”
“Is that all?” The choleric thinker asked, scratching away all the while with gusto.
“What did the other set say?”
“To end all wars, the world must accept the philosophy of Marxism-Leninism; it must adopt the anarchist way
of life. One philosopher declares that Fascism alone can end wars. Another proclaims that the world must abjure
violence and adopt the principle of non-violence. And then, there is a group which claims that if the entire world
joins the World Peace Council, there will not be any more wars! What do you say, Sir?”
*
“Before I say anything you must admit that I am the prophet of this age.”
“I admit. But what about the rest of the world?”
“You must persuade the world to accept it. Proclaim it through the columns of your newspaper. Declare
yourself my first follower.”
“But Sir, have you had any divine revelations?”
“I have,” declared the great thinker and then, eyes distended and lips contorted in a hideous grimace, he
scratched away at the itches on this body. Seeing him in this state, the youthful reporter felt that the great man had
forgotten the entire world. He cleared his throat in a timid gesture of reminder. The great man turned and stared at
him.
“What! You have not yet gone, you vagabond?”
“No, Sir, you have not given me your message. To end all wars?”
“You fool, you know the great secret of life, that one should administer an occasional thrashing to one’s wife
and children. I have not beaten my wife or my children for over a year and half. I forget to do so.”
“My God, you mean to say that for the last eighteen months you were in a fit of absent-mindedness?”
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“No, you fool, not absent-mindedness. Happiness! Ecstasy.”
“I am afraid, I don’t understand, Sir.”
“You fool, during the last eighteen months have I assaulted any editors, or critics or publishers?”
“No.”
“During the last eighteen months, have I been hauled up before the magistrates on any charge?”
“No.”
“Why, you fool, why?”
“I don’t know, Sir.”
“Why did not you enquire? Am I not what you call ‘news’?”
“Yes, Sir. It is a serious dereliction of duty on the part of my paper. To end all wars?”
*
“Go and pray, fool, pray!”
“Oh, no, Sir, that won’t do in the least. For thousands of years the people have prayed in vain. You must
proclaim to the ends of the world that divine revelation of yours. To end all wars?”
“You have eyes, yet you don’t see. You have ears, yet you don’t hear. You fool, get out of here!”
“Oh, Sir, please don’t say that. You must give your opinion. To end all wars?”
“You dunderhead, if wars do not cease, who loses? Will your rag lose its circulation?”
“No, Sir.”
“Will my books cease to be read?”
“No, Sir.”
“Then please go away!”
“Sir, you must give us advice. In you rest the world’s hopes of eternal peace and tranquility. What should be
done to end all wars?”
“To end all wars,” scratching, scratching and scratching away in an abandon of ecstasy the great scholar,
thinker and writer declared:
“All the political leaders of today, all religious heads, all thinkers and philosophers, all soldiers and fighters—
every man and woman of this earth—should be afflicted by the itching, biting, burning eczema which I now
have.”
2
Have you heard a little love story called “Walls?” I don’t think I have narrated it ever before. I had thought of
calling it A Woman’s Fragrance or The Scent of a Woman or some such thing. You know how we talk of Fate,
Time and things like that. Well, this incident comes from the far side of that great Time—only, I am on this side
now, a lonely heart. This is a song of grief from the vast shores of that heart.
*
High stone walls that seem to touch the sky, circle me. There are several buildings within the boundary of the
Central Jail. And numerous people. All the prisoners have been locked up. No particular sounds can be heard.
Some prisoners are to be hanged at dawn. Some have completed their terms and will be released into the world of
freedom tomorrow. Yet, a sort of calm prevails.
We are walking. Somewhat close to the gallows. On a very narrow path. All around us, stretching into the
distance, are the walls. Ahead of me walks the warder. It has been only minutes since they put me into prison
clothes and transformed me into a number. A white cap striped in black, a white shirt, white mundu. A rug to sleep
on, a blanket to cover myself with, dishes to eat and drink from. Each one of these is numbered. I am not new to
all this. Several times have I been in jail and become a number.
Long ago I had read a book called Numerology. Remembering it, I looked at my new number. Added the digits.
Nine. Good. What is the significance of nine? What will I go through in this jail? My thoughts wandered. My
pace slackened.\fn{A note reads: I was brought to the Thiruvananthapuram Central Jail from the Kollam Kasba lockup. This was when
Maharaja Sri Chitra Tirunal ruled over Travancore (1924-1949:H)}
“Walk a little faster, can’t you?” the warder ordered. That made me laugh. I never waste an opportunity to
laugh. God’s greatest gift to humanity—laughter.
I asked, “Where are you off to in such a hurry—are you off from this earth itself?”
The warder was silent. He kept walking. I said:
“I suppose you have to rush off to some important business after you have locked me up?”
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The charge against me was a little serious. Some reserve policemen had threatened to crush my right hand into
cotton-fluff, from the tip of the middle finger to my shoulder. Of course, my parents, brothers and sisters were not
actually informed by the police. They were told by the magistrate—the cheek of the police! And then the police
had laid siege to my house. To arrest me. I was not there. I was caught later. But no one beat me. I was put into a
major police lock-up in a town some fifty-sixty miles away. For fourteen months or so, the case did not come up
for a hearing. I was just locked up! Following the advice of a police inspector, I made an issue of it. I fasted. That
is, I went on a hunger strike, a satyagraha! Which is how I managed to get the case to court and was awarded a
sentence.
In the lock-up, I had spent my days as a member of the family, under the benevolent gaze of a few hundred
constables and inspectors. Many of them had become my disciples. I had the status of a head constable there. I
also wrote several police stories about my stay in the lock-up. The Inspector had provided me with paper and
pencils. I bid farewell to everyone and set out, escorted by two policemen carrying guns and handcuffs. They
brought me here, to the Central Jail. But all this is besides the point.
The two policemen had given me two packets of beedis, matches and a brand-new blade. With the grand
announcement that, “This kind of thing is forbidden in jail,” this warder took it all away. He removed his high
headgear, put my things into it, covered them with a piece of old cloth, and replaced it on his head. And now, there
he was, walking along as if nothing had happened. Let him. The beast!
What was the blade for, you ask. Nothing that you could possibly imagine. One can split a match stick into
four with it. Why, these eyes have seen artists who have split one match into six. It is not easy to come by matches
in the jail. After all, that requires money. And money is something one does not have. At such times, the blade can
be quite a useful little implement. Not all by itself, but to make what I call a chakki.
This is how the chakki is born. From the rug provided by the government, pull out some threads, each as long
as your palm, till you have them to a thickness of two fingers. Tie the threads together, leaving a head of two
inches or so. Set fire to this head and burn it well. What true artists do is to wrap up the burnt ends in a piece of
leather folded several times. But poor people like me have to make do with the thick leaf of a jack-fruit.
Now if you have a small piece of steel, you can rub it on cement or stone at any time to produce a spark. You
can introduce this spark to the charred ends of the chakki, and there it is—fire!
But where would one get steel? Almost everything else is, of course, available in the jail—not just wax but
beedis, matches, ganja, booze, jaggery. If you have the money. But if you have a blade, you have steel! You must
preserve the blade by pushing it deep into a piece of wood. Such were the marvels secreted away in the noble
warder’s cap!
I remarked:
“Policemen are not bad!”
Hadn’t he heard? He walked on silently. He would sell anything for a profit. The so-and-so must have made
enough to feed his children and his grandchildren and even get the moon and the stars for them. I asked him:
“How many children do you have?”
Awakened from his musings, he replied:
“Six. Five girls and a boy.”
Poor warder! Five girls!
“And are the children and their mother well?”
“Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “Walk faster.”
The reason for his hurry was suddenly clear to me.
“What will happen to them if you die?” I asked then.
“God will provide for them.”
“I doubt that.” The warder asked:
“Why?”
“Divine knowledge!” I replied. “I was a sannyasi once. There is not a single holy mosque or temple in India
that I haven’t visited. Not one sacred river I haven’t bathed in. Mountain peaks, valleys, forests, deserts, seacoasts, ruined temples—”
“So what?”
“God will not leave you unpunished!”
“But I haven’t done anything wrong.”
“What about the daylight robbery you committed today?” He seemed surprised.
“What robbery?”
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“One day, you die and your soul appears before the divine presence. God asks then, you wretched jail-warder,
where are the matches, the blade and the two packets of beedis you took from poor Basheer?”
The warder stood silent and still.
“Come, come. Don’t you have to rush off to your business after locking me up?” I asked.
He did not move. Then, shaking with silent laughter, he removed his cap and returned my treasures.
“Good fellow!” I said. “The Inspector told me this morning that Gandhiji\fn{ Gandhi the Holy One, as the Great Soul
was often called.} is on a fast. Have you heard anything about it?”
He replied:
“He has ended his fast by drinking lime juice.”
Good. Mahandas Karamchand Gandhi zindabad! Zindabad, all humanity!
We walked on, passing many iron doors.
Walls! Walls!
“How many political prisoners does this jail have?”
“There are seventeen where you are going to be kept. Counting you, there would be eighteen.”
So, we were going to a special place. The government was taking this fellow seriously! Good.
As we walked on, I was overcome by the most maddening scent in the world. The scent of a woman! Female
fragrance!
I was shaken. Every little atom of my being was aroused. My nostrils expanded. I inhaled and drew into myself
everything in this world.
Where was she? I looked around. Nobody! Nothing!
And as we continued, my ears heard the most beautiful sound in the world. A woman’s laughter.
Had this sound and this fragrance come together? Or had I imagined one in the wake of the other?
I had almost forgotten that marvelous creature—Woman!
It was real, the laugh I heard, and the fragrance that came to me—real! This fragrance was not of soap. Nor of
oils. Nor was it the smell of powder mingling with sweat. But the amazing fragrance of Woman Incarnate!
I tried to evoke that fragrance … I could hardly breathe. My nostrils’ expanded again and yet again. As if they
would burst with desire. Where are you, woman? I asked:
“Where did it come from, that woman’s laugh?” The warder asked mockingly:
“Not married, are you?”
“No, but what does that have to do with my question?”
“Why else would you pay attention to things like that?”
“In this terrifying Central Jail, close to the gallows, I hear a woman’s laugh. Now should I get married
immediately, just to have the right to ask where it came from?”
The warder laughed.
“From the women’s jail. You are going to be kept next to it.”
Just one wall in between!
And my sentence—two years of rigorous imprisonment and a fine of one thousand rupees. And if the fine was
not paid, lift loads for six more months. And between me and the women'’ jail, just a wall, right?
A wall … the woman’s jail. Oh, my precious ones!
I hugged the blanket and rug to my heart as we walked on. Opening an iron-barred door, we entered a walled
complex. Lots of trees, mostly jackfruit. Several cottages. In the distant east, on either sides, were two massive
walls. Beyond the right wall was the wide, wide world of freedom. Across the wall on the left … was the
women’s jail.
The cottages, encircled by small walls, were the lock-ups. There, the lock-up warder took over. I folded my
hands in a namaste to the warder who had accompanied me. He returned my greeting and left. A good man. May
God protect him!
The new warder took me to a cottage. He opened its iron door. A very small room. Outside the room, at a
distance, was the toilet. Near the door was a tap. I turned the tap and washed my hands and feet and face. After
drinking a lot of water and filling a bowl with some more, I uttered the name of God and entered the mini-jail
with my right foot.
Walls, walls! Many, many walls enclosed me.
The warder shut the iron-barred door and locked it. I said:
“This new dependent of our beloved sarkar has not been given any dinner.”
“You did not fall into today’s quota officially. You will be fed from tomorrow.”
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“Then let me go. I’ll come back in tomorrow’s quota.” He asked me:
“What is the case?”
“Writing … sedition.”
As if frightened out of his wits, he exclaimed:
“Sedition! Shri Padmanabha! Protect me!”
A true patriot!\fn{A note reads: Shri Padmanabha Swami (Vishnu) is the presiding deity of the Travancore royal family.}
Outside and above the iron bars of the lock-up, an unbearably bright bulb came on. I was alone in this little
prison within the vast prison of the universe. Eternity and myself.
I straightened the rug. Arranged the vessels in a corner. Dusk was falling. The interior of the lock-up, including
me, was brightly lit. And I did not even fall in today’s quota! That meant going to sleep hungry. I knew very well
how to get some food. I could shake the iron bars, yell for the warder and create a terrible racket. The
superintendent, the jailer and everyone else would turn up. And I would be fed.
But I decided against it. One must make some small sacrifice for the sake of literature. In the cause of the
country’s freedom, I have been beaten up several times. With great tenderness, I have been pushed to the ground
by rifle butts in my chest and dragged through the streets. And several times I have landed in jail. But this time?
This time, a prison sentence for literature itself! And politics too. When I thought about it, I felt some pride.
I drank a lot of water. Then, in royal style, forgetting to split the match stick into two, I used a whole stick to
light a beedi. After a few puffs, I stubbed it out and put it away. I must not be greedy.
Sitting there, I listened. I could no longer hear the woman’s laugh. Could not sense that woman’s smell. And
here I was, near the women’s jail. Woman, where are you?
That primeval smell of woman—could I have imagined it? Long, long ago … aeons ago, before the age of
Manu … walking in the Garden of Eden as Adam, I had experienced that mysterious fragrance of Hauwa! The
scent may have remained, stored in my soul … a mere mirage, like the pool of clear water an exhausted wanderer
sees in the desert. And like a mirage it had vanished. But my awakened soul, widening nostrils, my heart which
was about to break … Oh woman!
Where was that lovely sound? And where, where was that maddening fragrance?
I looked out through the iron bars. The light was so dazzling that I could not see at all. The world was covered
with darkness. But it was a darkness I could not clearly see. One thing I came to understand then—I had never
seen darkness. O primeval, deep, amazing darkness! O millions of stars that twinkle and flash in the endless
vastness of the skies! O glorious, glorious, moon-drenched night! Why have I never seen you?
But that was not correct. I had seen it. I had seen it all. But I had never paid enough attention. Yamini! Night
herself! I remembered another lovely night long ago. A little village. Beyond it, thousands of miles of desert filled
with sand, stretching to the farthest horizon. A dusk like this one. I had gone into that desert. I must have walked a
mile or so. White silk lay spread all around … an endless expanse of sand. And I, in the centre of that vast
universe. Alone. Above my head, so close that I could have plucked it, hung the full moon, radiant. The deep blue
sky, as if swept and scoured clean. The full moon and the stars. Stars sharply defined in their brightness. Crores …
endless crores … impossible to count. The perfect circle of the moon. The perfect silence of the universe … and
yet, some kind of celestial, silent music … the music of the spheres in their eternal orbits … everything was
steeped in it.
I stood in joyous amazement. My happiness and surprise turned to tears. I cried. Unable to bear it any more, I
ran back, sobbing, to the world of humans.
Creator of the worlds, protect me. It is impossible for me to contain this within myself. This blinding
brightness of yours, this grand miracle. I am but a small creature. I cannot bear it. Save me!
The next thing I remember is the jail warder unlocking the door in the morning and shaking the bars to wake
me.
Salaam, world! I got up. Lighting a beedi, I started my morning ablutions in style. I cleaned my teeth with a
neem twig. Long ago, in the valleys of the Himalayas, I had used neem twigs like this. Standing under the pipe, I
bathed luxuriously. Then I put on my jail clothes, picked up the bowl for food after washing it, and set off to meet
the leaders. Everybody there was a leader.
After I had met the leaders, a large bowl of kanji arrived. I ate my portion with substantial helpings of chutney.
Actually, it was more like, kanjo. Let me tell you what this kanjo is. First swallow the watery portion of the kanji.
Then mix the remaining rice with chutney and feed on that to your heart’s content. After that you must wash your
hands, mouth, and the bowl. Drink some water. What bliss!
After working up this euphoria, I slit a match stick into two, lit a beedi, and took a drag. Then stubbing it, I
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went out to explore the world. That is, I made a tour of the jail. In search of tea-leaves and sugar. Even though I
was in jail, I needed my tea. Black tea would do.
The leaders had neither tea-leaves nor sugar. One of these great souls had hidden away a bottle of Eno’s Fruit
Salt in his cell. Without it, he could not even begin his usual routine in the morning. Another had managed to
secrete Karl Marx’s magnum opus, Das Kapital. Another interesting leader possessed two packs of cards, and
even promised to teach me the amazing game of bridge.
I avoided the leaders.
*
After a month, there was I, leading a “deluxe life.” In a corner of my cage were two bricks. Next to them was a
bundle of twigs almost as thick as the trunk of a jack-fruit tree. Also, a small vessel to make tea in. Tea and sugar
in two paper packets reposed in all their glory under my mattress, like two tiny pillows. Then a deluxe chakki.
Plenty of beedis. Paper to write on. Pencils. A big knife, a special concession from the jail superintendent—for
grafting mango trees. He had realized that I was adept at gardening. In front of the lock-up, my mini-jail, I have
made a rectangular patch fringed by rose plants in full bloom, spreading their fragrance. Fried fish for lunch, eggs,
liver, a special chutney.
A day in this life of lordly prosperity begins with a worthy soul bringing in my kanji in the morning; He
happens to be a red-cap. That is, he has killed someone. He wasn’t hanged, but was awarded rigorous
imprisonment for life. He is a stout, fair, round-faced man with smiling eyes.
I perform a few exercises in the morning. After all, I am a wrestler of some repute. Next to my rose garden is a
tall jack-fruit tree. Its lower branch is as thick as my thigh. I use that as an exercise bar. By the time I emerge from
my exercises and a bath, the red-cap with smiling eyes has left my daily quota of kanji and special chutney in a
covered dish in the lock-up. This repast is not exactly in the kanji department. But more like rice. Then again, is it
really rice? The stuff is a little watery. The first time the red-cap poured out the kanji for me, he suggested softly:
“Go and see the hospital orderly. He will arrange for tea!”
I went. I saw. A thin, dark man with a stylish moustache. Dazzling white teeth. A beautiful smile. He turned out
to be an old friend of mine. I had once visited his hometown. He was implicated in a case of arson. Two people
had been killed. Again, a red-cap. Sentenced to rigorous imprisonment for life. He had been made a hospital
orderly for good behavior, also because he was educated. No further need to worry about procuring tea-leaves,
sugar, eggs, liver, bread, milk, beedis and other such etceteras.
As I walked back, I saw rose plants blooming riotously behind the hospital. I had pulled out some plants from
there and gently transplanted them in the patch in front of my little jail. Seeing my garden, all the leaders wanted
one each. I made gardens for all of them.
The leaders kept in touch with the world outside. The jail warders would carry letters in and out for a price. At
night, various packets would be thrown in from over the high walls. The leaders would collect them in the
morning. Banana chips—the salty kind as well as sharkara upperi, the jaggery-coated ones—lemon pickle, and
other eatables. Sometimes I would join them in picking up small tins and containers. One day, a leader gave me
some lemon pickle. Oh how tasty it was! The look on his face as he gave it to me … even if I were to write an
epic poem on that expression, I would not be able to repay my debt.
And so there I was, with my comrades and disciples, the red-caps. A life free of stress and strain.
*
Sometimes I would look towards the women’s jail. Those frightening, fiendish walls! I would remember the
laugh I had heard. And the smell. At other times, I would climb the jack-fruit tree. This was usually in the
afternoon when, after lunch, the leaders and others would doze for a while. I would stand on the topmost branch
of the tree and gaze at the free world far beyond.
“The free world!”
But what free world? The entire globe is a prison after all. Over the brick walls … far away in the distance …
on the road … men and women walk, completely unaware of the existence of this jail. Comrades, turn your heads
just a little. I address the women. Please, turn your heads a little. Let me refresh my eyes with a glimpse of
womankind!
These were the sentiments of each man in the jail. Every thought and feeling I express would be echoed by
each one of the inmates. Our lonely nights, our lonely thoughts, our sexual fantasies … It would be better not to
delve too deep into our hearts.
After long musings, I would climb down and just stand in the middle of my rose garden. All around me,
flowers spread their fragrance. There was beauty. There was fragrance. Yet I felt the lack of someone or
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something. What could it be? No, stop it! These thoughts were dangerous. They allied to Woman.
I went for a walk. There were several walls. Several doors. Warders everywhere. It was impossible to do
anything in jail without their knowledge. There were large towers too, to keep an eye from above.
*
I was walking around the towers. Suddenly I saw something. And burst out laughing. Such a funny sight! A
mad elephant in fetters. No, it was a man. A black-cap. Fair, tall, well-built. Radiant eyes. As he approached, he
staggered, his head pulled back and his body arched backwards. His strange gait was because of the two chains
that went over his back to fetter his feet to his neck. I wondered if he was a convict who had attempted a jail
break.
When I reached him, I was shocked to find that he was an old classmate of mine. Our eyes met. Our minds
remembered. We laughed. Spoke of many things. Laughed again. Our man had set forth to somehow meet me.
Secretly!
I asked him:
“Couldn’t you have just sent someone?”
“Wouldn’t it have been embarrassing for you if people found out that I know you?”
“Know me? Say that I am your friend, you old rascal, you idiot!” I hugged him and gave him a kiss on the
cheek. I might as well have kissed every single person in jail. The story of the kiss spread, the entire jail was
thrilled by it!
The chap, a thief, had been sentenced to one-and-a-half years of imprisonment. He had started a flourishing
business in beedis, sugar and dried fish in the jail. Soon, he of the radiant eyes, now in chains, had become a
living legend in this jail. A martyr because of a small incident that took place six months after he came to the jail.
One of the warders did something terrible. No other warder had ever done such a thing before. Let us call him the
“Terrible Warder.”
Almost all the warders have a share in the business conducted in jail. Many prisoners are taken out, far from
the jail, to break rocks and do similar jobs. In those places, there are many inhabited huts. That is where the major
business takes place. And so, my classmate became one of the big businessmen in jail. Most things come into jail
via the langoti. An inspection is carried out at the gate. The cap, shirt, mundu, towel are provided by the jail. All
these are checked thoroughly. Nothing there.
But the langoti, the underwear which is almost a part of the human body, is not given by the authorities. So it
is slipped off just a little. A quarter of a minute will do. And so the tale proceeds.
All this is immaterial, really. Didn’t I say that our Terrible Warder did something terrible, almost unspeakable?
Well, my classmate planted two hefty blows on his pate for it! The news spread. Not just in the men’s jail, but also
in the women’s jail. There was much excitement in both places. My classmate was tied to the flogging frame and
given twelve lashes. His sentence was increased to three years. His wounds healed. He wanted to go back to
breaking rocks. But the Terrible Warder was against it.
“You don’t know me. And you don’t know where I come from. Here, take this!”
With this spirited introduction, my classmate again administered the Terrible Warder two solid ones on his
throat. And as a finishing touch, a hefty kick on the navel. There was nothing wrong with such behavior. Outside
the jail, the Terrible Warder would have been lynched for his deed! That should tell you how hideous his act was.
My classmate got another twenty-four lashes. He bore it all stoically. Didn’t faint. His sentence was extended
to six years. The Terrible Warder was boycotted by the entire jail. He became the target of the prisoners collective
wrath. He could see the lust for blood gleam in each eye. What if he were strangled to death? Realizing the
gravity of the situation, he claimed to have urgent business outside and resigned his job.
You know the common saying, “Unity is strength.”
Well, in jail, we did stand united! Even though he was no longer allowed to go out to break stones, my
classmate continued to run the business in jail.
*
So I live, in supreme happiness. I have everything I need. Sometimes the assistant jailer comes to my lock-up.
He is a fair young man with a sense of humor, dressed in khaki trousers and khaki shirt. He sports a hat! AIl the
prisoners call him Anian Jailor.\fn{Younger brother jailor.} He comes not to inspect my lock-up, but to chat. He has a
young Alsatian dog called Joker. We discuss Joker’s training, exercise and food habits. Anian loves to hear my
dog stories. I make him black tea.
Most people know that I have tea-leaves and sugar. Sometimes men who are to be hanged at five in the
morning feel like a little tea the night before. The warder wakes me up and I send them some black tea. Along
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with a couple of beedis and matches. I also send a message that they should be brave.
There are two ways of facing death, laughing or crying … either way one dies.
In that case, why not face death laughing!
On such occasions I stay awake. Only after the hanging at five do I go to sleep. Just as I am about to drop off,
one of the leaders comes and wakes me up. Not out of spite. After all, the others don’t know that I have been
keeping a death vigil!
Altogether, the jail is like a small town. Debates and discussions. Bursts of laughter. Arguments. Noise, bustle,
more laughter.
Sometimes the jail superintendent accompanies Anian Jailor. After talking to the leaders, they come to my
garden. I am very fond of trees and plants. To the extent that I believe they understand me when I speak to them.
The jail superintendent shares my sentiments. We stroll around, chatting about what fertilizers to use, how to tend
to the plants.
The superintendent has six potted rose plants at home. All of them have been sent by yours truly. Some of my
red-cap friends do not approve of my friendship with the jail superintendent. They ask me all sorts of questions.
Can’t you live here without his patronage? Wasn’t it he who sentenced your classmate to be lashed two dozen
times? That Anian Jailor is a much nicer fellow!
Do you see where all this is leading to?
You have to affiliate yourself to one party or the other.
It is impossible to stay detached and independent, and love everyone.
*
Most of the time I was in my cage. At times I strolled in my garden, talking to plants and trees. One day, at
such a time, Anian Jailor came and told me that all political prisoners were to be freed!
Everybody was jubilant. Everybody had a haircut and a shave. Including yours truly who got the sparse hair on
his bald pate trimmed. But I didn’t have my moustache shaved. I was happy in the belief that I looked good with
it. There was laughter and bustle all around. Anian Jailor had everyone’s clothes brought to them. We got them
washed and ironed, and kept them ready wrapped in paper.
I bid farewell to my friends who were thieves and murderers. I said that I would write to all of them and
promised to send them books. We waited impatiently for our release.
The release order arrived. Release! Except for one person! There was no order for the release of this poor chap.
It must be a mistake! Anian Jailor rushed to find out. He got the superintendent to make a special phone call for
me.
There was no mistake. This man was not to be released. Good. That meant I had not yet attained the level of
maturity they wanted.
The leaders left, rejoicing. And there I was, the sole heir to Eno’s Fruit Salt, Karl Marx’s tome, two packs of
cards, a small bottle of lemon pickle, a sweet-tin full of banana chips, a large palm-leaf bundle of sharkara
upperi,\fn{Banana chips coated in jaggery} lots of pounded tobacco, betel leaves, supan,\fn{Betel nut} lime.
The leaders all left with smiles. Nothing stirred anywhere. It was as if I was alone in a deserted town. In any
case one is alone in this wide world. From the entire flock sent out to graze, just one old goat had been kept back.
For what?
To be butchered, certainly. A disaster loomed ahead, I felt. No happiness, no smiles, no nothing. Altogether,
there was a sort of twilight in my heart.
I gave Karl Marx’s Das Kapital to Anian Jailor. And the sharkara upperi to the hospital to be distributed
among my fellow inmates. I gave the packs of cards as a special gift to my classmate. The betel leaves and all that
went with it were donated to my disciple, the red-cap who brings my kanji. By and by, I distributed most of the
banana chips. Only half a tin was left. The lemon pickle and Eno’s Fruit Salt remained in my room. After a couple
of days, I threw the Eno’s Fruit Salt over the wall of the jail. And I lived on, in fear and foreboding.
I had no peace of mind. What was to happen to me? It is easy to advise others. Face death bravely, and so on.
About laughing and crying. Now face it laughing!
God, I cannot even smile.
I am such a completely insignificant person, utterly helpless.
Save me.
What am I to do?
*
Escape! I decided to break out of jail. There were just two walls between me and the world outside. I must

346

tunnel my way through one and climb over the other. The jail warder would be asleep at night. Let night come, a
night of rain and wind and lightning, a deep dark night.
I planned the minutest details. The walls of my small lock-up are not very thick. I have an instrument with
which to bore through them. In the quiet of the night, I will get out. And there will only be the high old stone wall
of the jail. Between the ancient stones, there is just gravel.
I need some ten or twelve large nails. These have to be hammered into the wall with a stone wrapped in cloth to
avoid making any noise. I will climb them to reach the top of the wall. With the rug, blanket, mundu, towel, I will
make a rope, tie one end of it to a nail, then lower the rope carefully over the other side, climb down and escape.
The plan should work.
But the nails?
In a corner, next to the wall, lie several rusty iron buckets. They are falling apart, but the handles are
undamaged. I hammered them straight, shaping them into the nails I wanted, and carefully hid them away. About
thirty nails.
Then I waited.
I waited for a night of rain and lightning and howling wind.
And so arrived another dawn. A number of the red-caps who are my friends and disciples arrived with a
warder. They were going to make a vegetable garden near the women’s jail. Would I like to come?
No. I’m not interested in anything. All the warmth and light has gone from my life. Just go away, all of you.
Who wants your vegetables? All I’m waiting for is a night of wind and rain and the rumbling of thunder. Stop
bothering me!
But they wouldn’t let me alone. Why should you withdraw from society like some sage?
Well, that’s what I am, a muni who meditated with his guru in a dark cave long ago!
I went along. We made a garden. And then a friend showed me something interesting. At the bottom of the
reddish wall was a large black, poppadom-like circle, blocked with cement. Earlier it had been a large hole. Born
of many moments, many hours, many days, many months of love-inspired hard labor by many men. And there it
had stayed. For days, months, years.
Meanwhile, the prisoners became decent and obedient. Through that hole the men’s jail and the women’s jail
had seen faces and things … faces and things. Had heard sounds. Had taken in the scent. Good! Through that
hole, the smell of woman had spread in the men’s jail. Marvelous! Not that this had been some well-kept secret.
The business had been conducted under the benign, neglectful eyes of the authorities.
*
At this point you might want to set yourself on some high pedestal and deliver a fantastic lecture on morality
and culture. Oh, go away! You of the great soul and perfect qualities, we are mere human beings, full of lust and
anger. We have many a weakness. Show us some pity.
This attraction between man and woman is a gift of God, right?
Attraction! Don’t forget that.
You must look upon us with the gaze of divine understanding.
They used the hole. Looked through it. Everyone looked. But the Terrible Warder had seen a nice little business
there. He levied a small tax on looking through the hole. One anna per person. The prison had both rich and poor
inmates. Their sexual desires are the same. What were the poor to do? Was it to be the death of their lust? My
classmate said,
“Warder, this isn’t fair.”
“If it isn’t fair, I’ll just plug the hole!” threatened the Terrible Warder.
This was how my classmate received four and a half years and thirty-six lashes. And then he got the hole
closed with cement. That cement wasn’t mixed with the blood of men and women! Yet I bent my head and sniffed
at the cemented portion. Was there a hint of a female fragrance still?
*
We reared our vegetable garden with great zest. The area around my lockup was deserted. Just me and a sleepy
warder. I was alone inside a large, walled structure! Two or three fellows would come in the morning to water the
vegetable garden. I would just stroll around with a warder in tow.
It was as if I was walking the streets of a ruined, deserted city.
Gloom, silence everywhere. I would suddenly stop while walking. Was the silence going to deepen? I would
whistle. Speak to the trees and plants. There were lots of squirrels. I caught one. Decided to tame it. Made it run
up a tree. Then tried to make it fall.
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One day, as I walked along the wall of the women’s prison, whistling to myself, I heard a heavenly melody. It
was the most beautiful sound in all the world. It came from the other side of the wall. And then, came a question,
“Who’s whistling like that?”
It was like a sudden burst of light and fragrance. A miracle! My hair stood on end. I looked around. Then
summoning up courage, I said:
“It is me!”
I shivered.
Ah, Woman!
The conversation had to be quite loud. She, on one side of the wall. I, on the other. She asked me:
“What’s your name?”
I told her about my education, my job, my seditious writings, everything. She too told me about herself, the
mistakes she had made in her life.
Her lovely name, Narayani.\fn{Goddess} Her lovely age, twenty-two.
She knew how to read and write. She had had a little education. Sentenced to fourteen years of rigorous
imprisonment, it had been a year since she arrived here. One year of no happiness! I said:
“Narayani, we seem to have come to this jail at about the same time.”
“Is that so?”
There was silence for a while from the other side. Then she asked:
“Will you give me a rose plant?”
I was surprised.
“How did you know about the rose plants here?”
“This is a jail. Everyone knows everything. There are no secrets here.”
Did you hear what she said? No secrets here! But what do I know about the women’s jail? About the women
there? Narayani asked again:
“Won’t you give me a rose plant?”
“Narayani!” I said with all my strength, as if my heart was being plucked out. “I will give you all the rose
plants in this entire world!”
Narayani laughed. The sound was like the tinkling of a thousand little golden bells. As I heard the sound, my
heart felt as if it had been shattered into millions of tiny pieces.
“One will do. Just one. Will you give it to me?”
Listen to her! She asks me if I will give her one rose plant! What am I to do with this Narayani? Hold her
tightly and kiss her so hard that she becomes breathless, what else!
“Narayani!” I called out. “Wait. I’ll go and get one right away!”
“All right.”
I rushed to my garden. Seeing me, all the squirrels ran away and , climbed up the trees! I scolded them.
“What’s the matter with you, you stupid creatures! Clambering up trees like this? Just get down and walk
around, you hear!”
I reached my rose garden. All the bushes were in bloom, smiling, bathed in sunlight. I uprooted the most
beautiful one, with the maximum number of branches, taking care to protect its roots with a large yam-like
covering of mud. Covered this up with a piece of sacking. Smoothed all the twigs and tied them together. Then I
ran to the wall.
“Narayani!”
No answer. Had she left?
“Narayani!” I called again.
The sound of laughter. Then, a voice.
“What?”
“Where were you when I first called?”
“I was right here!”
“Well, why didn’t you answer then?”
“I was hiding!”
“You little rogue!”
She laughed and asked, “Have you brought the rose plant?”
I was silent. Soundlessly, I was planting kisses. On each rose, on each bud, on each shoot.
Narayani called out to me by name.
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I didn’t answer. I was busy planting kisses. On each thorn, each branch. Again Narayani called out my name
with anxiety. This time I answered. Perplexed at that, she said:
“If I had called upon God with such love—”
“And if you had?”
She snapped.
“If I had called out to God with such love … that is what I said!”
“And if you had called out to God with such love?”
“God would have become visible to me!”
“Is that so?”
But Narayani, God does not become visible to anybody! God is with us always. In the universe, in the light of
the universe, its radiance … Narayani! Isn’t it I who have to become visible?
“Then why didn’t you answer?”
“I was kissing—”
“The wall?”
“No.”
“Then?”
“Each rose and each branch and each leaf.”
Narayani said, “Oh! I feel like crying.”
I called, “Narayani!”
“What?”
“You must not remove the sacking. Dig a hole and place it inside, taking the name of God. Then fill the hole
and water it.”
“Hmm.”
“OK, here it comes!” Holding the bundle by the top, I threw it over the wall with all my strength.
“Have you got it?”
“Oh my God!” exclaimed Narayani, and in her voice was the happiness of having gained an empire.
I said, “Untie the branches.”
“I’ll do that. I’m going to pluck out all the flowers and put them away.”
“Where? In your hair?”
“No.”
“Then?”
“In my heart. Inside my blouse.”
And they had my kisses! I leaned weakly against the wall. I stroked it gently. Narayani said:
“I’ll go and plant this and water it. You must always look towards the wall. Whenever I am here, you will find
a dry twig above the wall. When you see it, will you come?”
“I will!” It sounded like she was sobbing.
“Ohh … my God!”
“What is it, Narayani?” She replied:
“I feel like crying!” I asked:
“But why?”
Narayani said, “I don’t know!”
I said, “Go, plant it and come back.”
“I’ll throw up a dry twig!”
“And I’ll look out for it.”
“When you see it, will you come?”
“I will!”
*
I went back to my lock-up. What a mess it was in! I cleaned it. It had been ages since I had shaken out my
mattress and made my bed. Then, with my gaze fixed on the sky above the wall in the distance, I began to wait. I
saw no twig. Had she forgotten about me? That dry twig would never rise against the sky …
Just as I had begun to despair—O celestial world! A beautiful sight! A twig rose against the sky! I didn’t stir.
Again it flashed.
I dashed as fast as I could to the wall. Several squirrels fled for their lives up trees, and cursed me roundly.
“Narayani!”
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Silence on the other side of the wall! I called again. Finally, she answered angrily:
“What is it? What do you want?”
“Oh!”
“My arm has almost fallen off from flinging twigs!”
“Come, I’ll stroke and make it better.”
“Here’s my arm. Stroke it! I’ve put it close against the wall.”
“I’m stroking it now. And kissing it.”
“I’m pressing my breast against the wall … and kissing you!” she said.
“Narayani, how many women are there in the jail?”
She laughed.
“Just me!”
“Little liar! Seriously, how many?”
“Lots. All of them are old hags!”
“How many?”
“Eighty-seven.”
“How many beauties, how many hags?”
“One beauty and eighty-six hags!”
I gave up. I asked:
“Aren’t there rose plants in your jail?”
“No,” said Narayyani. “You know, I … are you listening.”
“Yes.”
“Tomorrow I’ll toss you a bag of roasted and powdered bajra.\fn{Pearl millet, grown in India since prehistoric times }
You must eat it with jaggery. Will you?”
“Of course!”
“No!” she said with certainty. “You’ll throw it away!”
“I won’t waste even a grain!!”
“What is your face like?”
“It is longish. Fair. My hair is cropped. I’m a little bald.”
“Eyes?”
“Rather small, elephant eyes.”
“Mine are large elephant eyes. Chest?”
“Somewhat broad.”
“My chest is full too. Waist?”
“My waist is trim.”
“And my waist? Well, I don’t feel like telling you!”
“Must be like a barrel!”
“I could scratch you and tear you to pieces!” she growled.
“Narayani!”
“What?”
“What color are you?”
“Where?”
“On your beautiful face.”
“Sort of fair.”
“Narayani!”
“Yes?”
“I could get the smell of a woman!”
“Right now? Oh my God!”
“No, when I came into this jail and was walking here!”
“Could it have been mine?”
“I don’t know.”
“The smell of male bodies … the smell there, what is it like?”
“I don’t know. Narayani! The smell of your body!”
I widened my nostrils and inhaled deeply. Had she heard the intake of my breath?
She asked, “Can you get the smell?”

350

“No.”
“Nor can I. This damned wall.”
“Narayani, there used to be a hole in this wall. Have you seen it?”
“I have seen the part that has been blocked with cement. I have even touched it. It was closed before I came
here.”
“I tried smelling there!”
“The warder who closed it was beaten up by someone. I heard that the man who beat him was tied to the frame
and lashed. Each stroke was painfully counted by the women here!”
“It’s a shame.”
“The man who was thrashed is from my hometown. He was my classmate.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
And over the wall appeared a long, rounded, white cloth-bag. In it was roasted and powdered bajra. Chilies,
fried and salted, also arrived. Lemon pickle went over to the other side. And the tin of banana chips.
Narayani asked, “Can I … distribute … these chips?”
“Yes, do give them to everyone. From both of us.”
“Will you love me … and me only?”
“Why, do you doubt it?”
“Here,” said Narayani with some pain, “there are many who are more beautiful than me. I’m not very
beautiful.”
“Nor am I very handsome.”
She said, “I want to see you.”
I said, “And I want to see you.”
“Oh my God! I’ll cry all night.”
*
The night of wind and rain and thunder is here! I’m sitting in the iron-barred cage, bathed in light. The rain
falls like rods of glass. like showers of gravel. The blessing of God. Let it rain! Blow, stormy wind. But please
don’t pluck out any trees! Clouds, thunder softly, softly. This rude roaring; of yours might frighten the poor
women! So, softly …
With morning, the warder arrived, switched off the lights and unlocked my door. I stepped outside. The world
was washed clean.
I felt suddenly that it was not such a good idea to escape from jail! What was I going to do outside? After all,
what is called the free world is only a larger jail. There would be more nights of rain and thunder and wind and
lightning. I put out of my mind the memory of where I had hidden the big nails. In short, I was convinced it was
adharma to contemplate escaping from prison!
The wall may not be flesh and blood. But I was beginning to wonder if it did not have a soul. These walls had
seen much. Heard much.
One day, I saw a large squirrel sitting on top of the wall. He was glaring at me! I said, “Get down, you
scoundrel. Have you no shame?”
Narayani asked, “Whom are you scolding?”
“A squirrel. He’s sitting on the wall and listening to us. The rogue!”
“Let him be,” said Narayani.
“He has come to laugh at me. I have often given him and his friends the chase of their lives!”
I threw gravel at him. The squirrel ran away.
Narayani complained, as if in pain.
“That stone hit my breast!”
“Did it hurt?”
“Is there no way we can get to see each other?”
“I don’t really see any way.”
“I’ll cry tonight, thinking of you!”
I too thought of her that night and dreamed my dreams.
*
So the nights and days passed.
“I’ll try to come to the hospital!” said Narayani one day. “If you can … will you come to the hospital to see
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me? I want to see you, even if from a distance!”
“I’ll come running up to you and hold you tight and kiss you. On your face, and your neck, and your breasts,
your navel …”
“How will you recognize me?”
“I’ll know you by your face!”
Narayani said, “On my right cheek I have a black mole. Will you look out for it?”
“That black mole! I want to shower kisses on it!”
“You must come. Don’t let me down. There will be other women with me.”
“I will be alone. I won’t be wearing my cap. I am a little bald. And I’ll be carrying a red rose in my hand.”
“I’ll look out for that!”
“The orderly at the hospital is an old friend of mine.”
“I guessed as much.”
“Why?”
“How else would you get eggs, liver, bread? If I die will you think of me?”
“Do you want any more rose plants? There are many here.”
“No. From what you gave me, I have started making a garden … will you remember me when I am dead?”
“My dear Narayani! It isn’t possible to say anything about death. Who will die, when, how—only God knows
these things. It could be me who dies first.”
“No. It will be me. Will you remember me?”
“I will.”
“How? Oh God! How will you remember me? You haven’t seen me, touched me.”
“Narayani, your image is everywhere in this world!”
She asked sorrowfully, “Everywhere in this world? Why do you flatter me?”
“I’m not flattering you. I swear! Walls, walls!”
I stood looking at the walls. A long silence came from the other side. Then Narayani said:
“Can I cry to my heart’s content?”
“Not now. You can cry at night, remembering.”
Silence. Then she said:
“I’ll tell you tomorrow when we can meet at the hospital.”
We parted, with longing in our hearts
*
Night fell. The light came on. The warder came. The light was switched off.
The door opened. I stepped out. Quickly finished brushing my teeth, exercising, bathing. Managed to eat a bit.
Lit a beedi. And so waited, smoking. Anian Jailor arrived to ask after me. It was then that a dry twig rose against
the blue sky over the wall.
I broke into a sweat. I could hardly breathe. What was I to do? At last! Anian Jailor left. I ran.
“Narayani!”
“What?”
“When?”
Narayani said, “Today’s Monday. On Thursday morning, at eleven. I will be at the hospital. A black mole on
the right cheek. Don’t forget!”
“I’ll remember. And in my hand, a red rose.”
“I’ll remember!”
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday.
*
I dozed off a little after lunch. Awoke and took a bath. And as I was sitting around, Anian Jailor walked smiling
into my rose garden, plucked several blooms, and coming into my lock-up, sat on my bed.
“Do you want some flowers?” he asked.
I was amused. I said, “I am the garden. And the flower.”
“Not the fruit?”
“The fruit too!”
And suddenly I spotted the dry twig flash above the wall, against the blue sky!
Anian Jailor said, “I haven’t ever seen you in ordinary dress.”
“You mean a kurta and mundu.”
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Anian Jailor took out the packet in which my laundered clothes were kept.
“Please put them on. I want to see how you look.”
“But they will get soiled.”
“So what? Can’t you get them washed?”
“All right.” I put on my clothes.
“What do you say?” I asked.
“Fine!” said Anian Jailor happily. Then in a dramatic manner, in English, he announced:
“You can go, Mr. Basheer. You are free!”
I was stunned. My eyes stopped seeing. My ears stopped hearing. I was dazed.
“Why should I be free … who wants freedom?”
Anian Jailor laughed.
“The order for your release has arrived. You are free from this moment. You can go out into the free world.”
“The free world … which free world? I’d just be going into a bigger jail. Who wants this great freedom?”
Anian Jailor said, “You can collect the money to go home and leave. Do you have anything else to take?”
He folded up the mattress. Under it was the story I was writing for the lifers, called Love Letter. He put it
inside my pocket. Many other stories of mine were with the lifers still. It did not matter! Anian Jailor happily took
me by the hand and led me out of the lock-up.
I stood for a little while in my rose garden. As if in a dream, I broke off a flower and, kissing it, looked around.
Above the wall was a dry twig! It rose. And rose … Oh God!
Anian Jailor locked my room.
Well, Narayani, God be with you!
I stepped out of the large gates of the jail with the money to go home in my pocket. The monstrous gates
clanged shut behind me, making a hideous noise.
I was alone.
Looking at the fragrant rose I held in my hand, I stood on the road for a long while, stunned.
God be with all of us!
3
The magic strings arrived on the day a mango dropped on Abdul Aziz’s bald pate. Lots and lots of mangoes fell
off the tree beyond the courtyard. Somebody had to pick them up as soon as they fell—well before Khan could
sink his teeth into them. In fact Khan gobbled up most of them. He was a gourmet of sorts. Mangoes, jack-fruits,
bananas, tea—anything would do. He could create quite a racket if he was put on leash. So he roamed around
freely.
Khan was a real dandy, his white skin adorned with large, light brown spots. He was then languishing, having
fallen in love with Parvati’s black bitch, Malu, the only good-looking female of her species in the neighborhood.
Malu had reciprocated. A passionate Hindu-Muslim romance, so to speak. Parvati and Ummusalma did not find
this to be unusual. Parvati even offered one of Malu’s pups sired by Khan to her friend.
But, alas, half a dozen hefty Hindu dogs suddenly descended on the neighborhood to court Malu. They
disapproved of her affair. But Khan did not give in and the hostilities escalated into a full-scale war. The Hindu
dogs pounced on Khan with a vengeance. But Khan, like a true Muslim, fought the kafirs valiantly. Malu was a
silent spectator.
Not far from the scene stood Parvati and Ummusalma. They did not know how to intervene in this HinduMuslim conflict.
Though Khan had fought back, the odds were overwhelmingly against him. The Hindu dogs lifted him off the
ground and punched holes on his body with their teeth. Khan retired from the battle, bleeding profusely, a slice of
his right ear bitten off. As he slunk away towards the kitchen leaving a trail of blood behind him, the Hindu dogs
taunted him with their loud barks. But Khan had no fight left in him.
Khan couldn’t do a thing. Defeated and disillusioned, he developed a strong aversion towards the female sex.
How? He bit two women in the neighbourhood. Both happened to be Hindus. Unprovoked communal violence!
In fact most people living in the neighborhood were Hindus.
*
After this incident, Aziz and Ummusalma had a hell of a job protecting their Hindu visitors.
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Such was the state of affairs when the mango dropped on Aziz’s head. The fall was followed by the arrival of
the postman. He was a Hindu. But Khan was not against Hindu men. Aziz picked up the mango and offered it to
the postman. One of his letters was from Shankara Iyer, his classmate. Their hairlines had started receding, almost
at the same time, quite early in their youth. For both, their one great ambition in life was to see the good old crop
of hair back on their head. For this they tried a number of cures, made offerings to a variety of deities and
followed up each and every newspaper advertising a cure for baldness.
Saraswathy and Ummusalma were equally committed to their hair-restoration project. They would remind
their spouses of the timings of the medicines, massage their heads with expensive oils that were guaranteed to
sprout hair.
But these efforts came to nothing. Not even a wisp of hair came up. Often, Ummusalma and Saraswathy would
laugh at the sight of Shankara and Aziz sitting together, looking alike, with the small, identical patches of hair at
the back of their heads. That is when the two could be mistaken as twin brothers!
The last time Shankara and Saraswathy were in town the two ladies took a count. Announcing the final tally
Saraswathy conceded that Aziz had nine more than her husband.
But this turned out to be a diplomatic ploy. Aziz had offered to Saraswathy, then pregnant, a generous quantity
of raw mangoes, green tamarind and guavas. She spelt out these details in her letter just delivered by the postman.
“Look at this, Ummu!” Aziz cried out passing on the letter to Ummusalma. “It appears Saraswathy pulled a
fast one on me—for a few mangoes. Now, I want to get this straight—who has more hair, Shankara or me?”
But Ummusalma had no doubts on this score.
“You have more, of course. We counted them together, Saraswathy and I.”
But Aziz was not satisfied.
“See, what she writes. After all the mangoes, tamarind and guavas!”
*
Aziz had not finished when he heard somebody greet him loudly from the gate.
“Assalamu alaikkum.”
“Va-alaikum assalam.”
The visitor was a tall, fair and thin man, wearing a white kurta and white trousers. A long fan-tail trailed the
turban on his head. His eyes were lined with surma and his beard and moustache were so neatly trimmed that they
appeared to be pasted on his face. A young boy clad in shirt and mundu carried his leather suitcase.
“Zainul Abideen Thangal,” the boy accompanying him announced ceremoniously.
Thangal! A descendant of the Prophet!
Aziz stood up offering a chair to Zainul Abideen Thangal. The boy reverently placed his suitcase on another
chair.
“Is anybody ill here?” Thangal asked.
“No, everyone is OK.”
“Any unfulfilled wishes?”
Well, there is nobody who wouldn’t have a wish or two fulfilled. Aziz and Ummusalma were no exceptions.
Thangal reached for the suitcase and opened it. Out came a whiff of fragrant air! Perfumes? Peering into the
suitcase, Aziz noticed that it was crammed with black strings, each about a foot long. Attached to each string by a
white thread was a small paper tag.
“These are magic strings,” Thangal announced. “One can get rid of diseases in several ways. We drink water
sanctified by mantras, lick the mantras inscribed on the inside of bowls with holy ink, or make offerings to
mosques and dargahs. Of course they work. But it takes a lot of time. Often, you do not get the right person to
chant mantras or inscribe them with holy ink. But these strings have miraculous powers. You only have to tie
them on when required.”
Thangal took one of the strings out of his suitcase and held it up.
“This one is for headaches. Four rupees ninety-five paise. Tie it on your wrist or around your neck. You
wouldn’t have a headache for the rest of your life. It will not get worn out either if you enclose it in an elass of
gold or silver and tie it with another length of string.”
Thangal took out a whole bunch of strings from the suitcase.
“For cough, abdominal pain, heartburn, colic, cold, toothache, epilepsy, exorcising the devil, insanity, leprosy,
syphilis, gonorrhea, spinal pain, nightmares, worms, bad temper—four rupees ninety-five paise each.”
“Do they work on animals too?” Aziz asked.
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“Certainly. There are different strings for cows, goats, bullocks, horses and camels, even for fowls. If your hen
does not lay an egg just tie the magic string around one of its legs.”
“And for dogs? Our dog has started biting Hindu women. Is there a magic string to stop him from doing so?”
“Biting Hindu women?”
“He was in love with Malu, a Hindu bitch who belongs to our neighbor, Parvati. But half-a-dozen Hindu dogs
mounted a vicious attack on him. He lost a piece of his right ear. This happened in full view of Malu and Parvati
who did nothing to rescue him. That is how he began hating Hindu women. My wife, who also saw the incident,
did nothing to save him. So, it does not stand to reason why he spares Muslim women.”
“What’s the dog’s name?”
“Khan.”
Khan appeared, immediately when his name was mentioned.
Thangal looked at him for a moment.
“I see. Khan! With a name like that he wouldn’t bite a Muslim woman.”
“Do you have a string to cure him of his habit of biting Hindu women?”
“There is no string to save Hindu women in particular. But there is one which will cure him of his habit of
biting altogether. Four rupees ninety-five paise.”
Thangal produced a string and checked the tag.
“Wait a minute. Let’s tie it around Khan’s neck now.”
Aziz fetched water and soap. He held Khan while Thangal tied the magic string around his neck.
“A Muslim has to wash the spot where he touches a dog seven times, scrubbing it with mud,” Thangal
reminded Aziz. Both performed the ritual wash, Thangal first, followed by Aziz. Then they washed their hands
with soap.
Khan now stood majestically before them, fortified by the magic string, twitching the one whole ear and what
was left of the other.
Ummusalma appeared at the door with tea.
After tea, Thangal picked up a bunch of magic strings from the suitcase and turned to Aziz again.
“For loss of hearing or sight, paralysis, rheumatic fever, love-sickness, diarrhea, infertility, insomnia, abortion;
for winning a lottery, finding hidden treasure, success in examinations, getting the better of your enemies,
begetting a child of your choice—boy or girl. Four rupees ninety-five paise each. There is a magic string for any
ailment, any problem.”
“Will some of the power go with the passage of time?”
“No, no. Yes, the strings get worn out. But you can always enclose them in elasses of gold or silver. I inherited
a magic string enclosed in a silver elass from my bapa. I’m still using it twenty years after his death.”
“Are there any multi-purpose strings? Can you use the same for diarrhea as well as headaches?”
“No, you can’t. Each magic string is potent because of divine mantras for a specific purpose.”
“Come in for a minute, will you?”
Ummusalma who was listening to the conversation suddenly summoned Aziz.
“Ask him if there is any magic string for making hair grow on a bald head,” Ummusalma whispered to him.
“I don’t think he has one.”
“Ask him anyway.”
Aziz asked him.
Thangal promptly produced a bunch from the suitcase. The paper tags attached to them read—“For making
hair grow on bald heads. Four rupees ninety-five paise.”
Aziz was delighted.
“I think I’ll tie it to my waist.”
“For that you need two—to make it long enough.”
“I’ve a friend called Shankara Iyer who has the same problem.”
“You can take four for the two of you.”
“Let me have four.”
Thangal joined the two magic strings to make a couple of double magic strings long enough to be tied around
the waist.
Aziz excused himself and went in. He felt as if he was possessed by a strange sensation when Ummusalma tied
one of the magic strings around his waist with great care. The other one was put in an envelope for Shankara.
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“This is a priceless magic string. Tie it around your waist and have your most cherished desire fulfilled,” Aziz
wrote to Shankara.
Aziz pasted the envelope. He counted and then paid the cash to Thangal—twenty four rupees seventy-five
paise.
“I think you should most certainly inform the government about your magic strings,” Aziz advised Thangal.
“Consider the colossal wasteful expenditure on hospitals, doctors and medicines. All hospitals can be turned into
schools if these magic strings are popularized. Distributing them shouldn’t be a problem. A network of
restaurants, provision stores and kiosks could provide accessible outlets, not to speak of railway stations, bus
stands, and airports. It may also be a good idea to set up a chain of exclusive magic string depots. Why, the
government. can even create a ministry for magic strings to look after both domestic distribution and exports.
There is no lack of potential markets in, say, America, Russia, Britain, France, Germany, China, Australia. These
countries spend a whopping amount on medicines and health services every year. We can earn a lot of foreign
exchange. A large chunk of it will no doubt come to you.”
“Who do you think I should contact?”
“It’s quite possible to arrange a meeting with the Prime Minister himself.”
“I’ll try. There are some Muslim ministers in the Central Cabinet who may help.”
“That would be fine. By the way, what do you think is the real cause of diseases?”
“Diseases are the handiwork of shaitan and djinns.\fn{Satan and its companion devils:H} Take men turning bald, for
instance. What's the cause?”
“Falling hair.”
“How does hair fall?”
“I confess I don’t know.”
“Well, let me tell you. There are some djinns living on the moon who pluck them out.”
“The moon? But the astronauts landing on the moon didn’t notice any djinns. The papers reported that the
moon was uninhabited.”
“Don’t believe a word of what newspapers published. Nobody landed on the moon. Nobody ever can. They
just landed on some barren hillock on the earth, scooped up some soil and rocks and claimed they had brought
them from the moon.”
“I’ll try to get to the Prime Minister somehow through some Muslim ministers,” Thangal said confidently as he
took leave of Aziz.
“Assalamu alaikum.”
“Va-alaikumu assalam.”
Aziz and Ummusalma watched Thangal and the boy walk through the gate.
*
The same day Aziz posted the letter and the strings to Shankara.
Aziz looked in the mirror everyday for signs of sprouting hair.
Not satisfied, he pressed the palm of his hand on the barren parts of his head. There were thousands of
follicles. It was possible to detect the slightest growth in any of them by touch.
A week passed.
Then Khan bit Lalita, a comely Hindu damsel! But it was not one of Khan’s emphatic bites. Just the mark of
his teeth and a thin trace of blood on Lalita’s leg. But her sari was torn. Ummusalma washed the bruise and
applied a paste of bitter gourd. She stitched Lalita’s torn sari. After treating her to a cup of tea Ummusalma lent
her the twenty-five rupees she had come to borrow.
Did it mean that Khan’s animosity towards Hindu women had not abated despite the magic string? Certainly
not, for this was a mild bite, the remnant of a habit which was on its way out. But the more important question
was whether the magic string was working on Aziz’s head or not.
A month passed.
The head was just the same. But a mishap occurred which proved that Khan’s animosity extended to Muslim
women as well. When Ummusalma’s mother arrived with much fanfare Khan leaped at her and bit her. Evidently
Khan was a full-blooded misogynist, but not so parochial, after all!
“Rabbe! The dog will kill me!” Ummusalma's mother screamed. “Help! Help!”
Her screams brought Aziz and Ummusalma running. Khan stood looking at them nonchalantly, the magic
string still around his neck.
“Daughter, he bit me!” the mother became hysterical. “Kill him before he kills me!”
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Why should Khan be killed, Aziz asked himself. True, Khan disliked women. But then, he was frustrated in
love. It was to his credit that he hadn’t tried biting Ummusalma so far. Her mother was a different proposition,
Aziz thought with a smile. Mothers-in-law deserved a bite or two! He recollected the old doggerel:
To the grindstone a mother-in-law hold
And with a whacking, big stone. Praise the Lord!

Aziz locked up Khan and made sure he could not bark and howl. He then washed his hands seven times.
Meanwhile Ummusalma washed seven times that part of her mother’s leg which was bruised by Khan’s bite. She
scrubbed the part with mud and then applied a paste of bitter gourd on the wound.
Time passed.
The head remained bald and beautiful. What about Shankara? Aziz thought of writing to him. Did it mean that
the magic strings were ineffective? Khan had still not given up his habit of biting women. Perhaps the djinns were
still at work, pulling out whatever hair had sprouted on his head. What did the djinns want human hair for? Were
the magic strings powerless against these celestial marauders? Surely not. Perhaps somebody—perhaps some
doctors, nurses, medical students, and drug manufacturers—had introduced counter-magic strings to offset their
influence!
Was it really possible? Why not? If medicines have antidotes to prevent side-effects, why can’t magic strings
have counter-magic strings. But this was very confusing indeed. Aziz thought of tracking down a friend or an
acquaintance who could enlighten him on the matter.
Why tie the magic strings if they were so ineffective? After much thinking, Ummusalma and Aziz arrived at a
decision.
The magic string around Khan’s neck was snipped with a pair of scissors. Ummusalma did the same with the
double-string around her husband’s waist. These were then doused in kerosene and set on fire. There was no
explosion, no shooting up of ethereal shafts of light. The strings were reduced to ashes in no time. Aziz scooped
them up and buried them under the mango tree. A great burden was off their chests.
Aziz and Ummusalma began enjoying the peace that was back in their lives.
Just then came Shankara’s letter and the money order for a hundred rupees.
Thanks a lot for the magic string. I bought a lottery ticket the day I tied the string around my waist. Can you imagine
what happened? I won a thousand rupees! After that I tied the string around Saraswathy’s waist. She had a perfect
delivery! We have a boy. What a wonderful magic string! I am sending one hundred rupees. Get me as many magic
strings as you can. My parents want one each. So do I. We would like to have one for the baby too. Let me know if you
require more cash. I’ll send some at once.

There was no mention of any fresh crop of hair on Shankara’s head.
10.1 And He Had An Accident\fn{by Hijab Imtiaz Ali (1908-1999)} Hyderabad, Hyderabad District, Uttar Pradesh,
India (F) 2
Laid on a stretcher, he was brought to the operating theater.
Today he had been looking around, standing in the balcony of the upper story of his house. The morning was
brilliant and extremely beautiful, when all of a sudden he fell several feet to the ground. Apparently no one had
pushed him, neither had the floor of the balcony been so weak that it had given way under his load. Then how had
he fallen down? By the way, what was so strange about it? It was an accident like the ones that keep on happening
every day. Even he himself was not conscious enough to think over this matter. Nor was he the nit-picking sort.
It’s obvious that it was a slip of the foot that made him lose his balance and fall from such a great height. As far as
words were concerned, this explanation seemed good enough: he had fallen due to loss of balance, and accidents
do happen that way.
When he was brought to the operating theater, although his body was unfeeling and motionless like a corpse,
his mind bore the vast agitation of the ocean. The same ebb and flow, the same stormy billows—the human brain
is never devoid of anxiety and strife.
He was totally unaware of his surroundings. He could see neither the white caps of the nurses nor the masked
faces of the doctors. His eyes were sightless to the glare of the bright lights of the operating theater and his ears
deaf to the sound of scissors and scalpels. It was so because when we behold even an ant in our past, we are

357

unconscious of a mountain in the present. He had no knowledge of why he was brought there, yet the ears of his
memory and his mind’s eye could see far in the distance.
“Munoo! Munoo!”
The voice fell in his ears. He wondered whose name it was, still reverberating in the deep valleys of the past.
And suddenly he remembered that Munoo was a puppy that he had borrowed from his friend and lovingly looked
after. Munoo was so tiny that it could not even suck milk and so the whole night long it would moan in its painfilled voice which disgusted the neighbors. And quite apart from the neighbors, his own mother had an
unreasonable hatred for the puppy!
So many times his mother had scolded him angrily, “Get rid of this puppy or I’ll poison it! The wretch keeps
on screaming the whole night through!”
But today, after so many years, why was he reminded of Munoo? He was now thirty years old and Munoo was
a forgotten silliness of his childhood!
Then it so happened that Munoo was not poisoned but nature itself turned against it. While romping on the
road, it was run over by a bicycle. After this accident, Munoo became the apple of his mother’s eye. Ointment was
bought for Munoo’s wounds, from the market. The puppy was treated and bandaged. A new bed was made and its
untimely wailing was tolerated with fortitude. Poor puppy! It was injured. He realized that this dangerous accident
had made the puppy pitiable in the eyes of his mother.
Gradually the sound of Munoo’s wailing faded and another incident of recent years rose on the curtain of his
mind. That day on Friday, he got leave from the office a little early. On the way home, he decided to go boating
with his wife Feroza and take some refreshments along as well. En route was the house of a good friend. He went
there and invited him to join them too. Momentarily he thought that the friend he had invited was disliked by his
wife. She might be displeased, but then, he thought that he would persuade her. After all, Ahmad was not as bad
as she thought. No denying that he was a liar but who doesn’t lie? He bought chicken sandwiches and cheese
fingers from a restaurant and hurried home.
Carrying bags of snacks, he wanted to shout with joy like a child while hugging Feroza, and tell her that he had
got an extra holiday. On reaching home he cried out, “Feroza! Feroza! Look what I’ve brought! We were let off
from the office early today!”
His wife, leaving her chores, came into the room. “Whatever have you brought?”
“Chicken sandwiches and cheese fingers! We’re going boating!” he said laughingly.
“A holiday from the office makes you as excited as a kid escaping from school,” she teased him.
A little offended, he said, “If you went to the office every day, you’d understand that its rules and regulations
mean the same to us as school and captivity mean to a child. OK, put all these things in a tiffin basket and fill up a
thermos flask with tea. We have to rush as I’ve told Ahmad to arrange for a boat. He’ll be waiting for us on the
beach.”
“Why do we need Ahmad to accompany us?” she said, somewhat displeased. “The boat could’ve been
arranged easily once we’d reached the seaside. I don’t like Ahmad’s loud ways.”
“You’re being unreasonable. He’s all right. Why are you so put off by him?” he said.
“Well, because he’s a tittle-tattle! He carries a tale from one person and relates it to another. Isn’t this enough?
I hate such dangerous people!”
He laughed. “Such people are the life and soul of the party. Just forgive him this time and don’t show your
displeasure so obviously. He noticed it last time too.”
“Still he agreed to come today? Who would like such shamelessness?” Feroza said scornfully.
“OK! OK! Put up with him just for today. I’ll never invite him again. He’ll be waiting for us on the shore right
now.”
And they reached the seaside.
By pure coincidence, this small party had been boating for not even half an hour when a dark cloud rose, a
strong gale blew and the gusts of wind hit so hard that they lost control of the craft and it overturned.
After an hour, he and his wife reached the shore safely but Ahmad was not to be found. Everybody thought he
had been drowned. Somebody said that he had been eaten by the fish. Someone else said that he must have fainted
from loss of breath and been carried away by the waves.
He felt that this tragic accident had had a great impact on Feroza. She said in a sad, tearful voice,
“Alas! Who knew that Ahmad would be separated from us like this?”
“I thought you’d be happy!” he commented sarcastically.
“I wasn’t his enemy.”
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But the next day, the fishermen found an unconscious Ahmad. Before bringing him to his house to be looked
after, he first spoke to his wife. “If you don’t disagree, may I bring Ahmad here? He can go back to his own home
after he feels better.”
Feroza answered emotionally, “Do bring him here. This accident in the water has washed away my hatred.”
And Ahmad was brought to his house.
He noticed that this accident had changed his wife’s attitude completely. Earlier, she couldn’t even tolerate
Ahmad’s presence but now the same Feroza felt pleasure in looking after all his needs.
He thought that this accident had made Ahmad someone deserving of pity in the eyes of Feroza.
He felt a certain similarity between his mother and his wife. Munoo’s incident and now this event! Both
women were similar in this respect, but poles apart in others. Who would tolerate a woman who did not resemble
his mother in some ways? If Feroza had been a totally different woman from his mother, so different—like day is
from night—she could have been acceptable. But his perplexity was that although seemingly alike they were still
dissimilar. Alas! This had caused conflict. The heart’s perturbation had increased.
A few days before today’s accident, he had started feeling a little aggrieved with his wife. He loved her deeply
but at the same time his heart was full of complaints against her. He could never see his grievances in a practical
way; how could he? He was himself unaware of the reason for these grievances. Then how could he quarrel with
his wife or complain about her?
He remembered. One night he and his wife had argued over some small matter. When he got up in the morning
he felt ill. He was sure that his wife would be anxious because of his pain and maybe even massage his head. But
it didn’t happen like that. Feroza gave him a frowning look and said, “It’s time for the office. Get up, have your
breakfast and leave.” And he didn’t know how his fever vanished and his headache disappeared.
In minutes he was ready and gone. But sorrow and depression made him slack and idle. In the afternoon a
friend took him along to his house. He played cards with him all evening and his dejection apparently dissipated.
But when he was climbing the steps to his own house, his anger resurfaced unconsciously and a sea of despair
appeared in his eyes. In low spirits, he passed by his wife and went to his room.
“What’s wrong with you, darling? Come to me!” His wife’s loving words echoed in his waiting ears.
Forgetting everything, he was about to run to his wife when he realized that this was not her voice but the sound
of the radio in the upper story. A play was being broadcast—perhaps his ears had heard what they were yearning
for. Whatever it was, it wasn’t his wife speaking. He stood still and depression swept over him.
Next day, he was standing on the balcony of his upper story, looking around. The morning was brilliant and
extremely beautiful when suddenly—all at once, no one knows how—he fell several feet to the ground. And his
wife left all her numerous tasks to sit by his bedside—yes! By his bedside!
And that is how accidents happen!
33.81 Duty\fn{by Kamla Chaudhry (1908-c.2005)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 2
Usha’s husband loves her very much. All the women in the neighborhood talk about it all the time. Usha also
considers herself luckier than other women. She sees no other husband who cares for his wife or respects her as
much as her husband does. She thinks:
“My husband does not ever neglect me. He is never thoughtless about fulfilling my desires.”
He wishes his Usha to be always well turned-out. He buys fine things and toilet articles for Usha and really
likes to see her dress well. He takes her out with him often, and they also go to the cinema. Usha’s friends say to
her:
“How have you bewitched him so, tell us your secret.”
Then Usha’s heart swells with a sweet pride. She laughs and of course says:
“Oh, don’t talk as if there is anything extraordinary in my life. Your husband also cares for you in every way.”
But in her heart she thinks that there is some truth in what her friends say: the excessive, intense love that Usha
enjoys and her friends do not. Because of this love, Usha’s husband never lets her go to her father’s house. Since
he cannot bear to be separated from her even for a day.
*
The fair at Harihar is an important one in Bihar. No other cattle fair is larger than this. People come from miles
around to take part in it.
It was the third day of the fair and an enormous crowd had gathered on the banks of the Ganges. There was a
virtual flood of boats in the water. Still, it was difficult to find a free boat, and since it was evening, people were
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eager for the pleasure of boating.
Usha also climbed onto a boat with her husband. The ferrymen protested against so many people clambering
on, but who pays heed in a crowd? By the time it was ready to draw away, the boat was choked with people. The
strength of the oarsmen failed in the face of the load. In midstream the boat was caught in a whirlpool. The
oarsmen shouted to signal its sinking, and everybody jumped into the water to save their lives.
One by one everybody jumped off. Even the ones who were not expert swimmers thought that if one had to die
one had to die bravely, and they made attempts to stay afloat and save themselves.
Usha and her husband were the only ones left on the boat. Her husband tucked up his dhoti, and prepared to
jump. Usha looked up at him like a frightened deer. Her heart beat fast as the boat rocked violently, signaling its
imminent descent into a watery grave. The wind was very high and Usha closed her eyes in fear. She felt that this
was pralaya, the very end of time.
She had been praying silently all the while for the safety of her husband, and now she wanted to hold him tight
and forget the world. In her last moments she did not wish to be parted from her beloved, the one who was her
very heartbeat.
Usha stretched her arms and tried to hold him, but to no avail! He did not even spare a look for Usha, and was
jumping off the boat to save his life.
She closed her eyes, threw herself down in the boat, and called for death. From the shore, the eyes of
thousands of people took in the scene. All prayed for the life of the drowning woman.
*
God himself could not ignore the prayers of so many people. Divested of its load, the boat did not sink but
drifted toward the shore. Some heroic souls had already jumped into the water to save Usha. They brought her to
the bank, unconscious with fear.
There was a wellspring of sympathy for her in so many hearts. There were crowds to help revive her. They
praised God’s mercy and cast ironic smiles in the direction of her husband. Some of them even went to the extent
of reproaching him:
“You seem to be a good swimmer; it was your duty to try and save the woman who was with you.”
Poor Usha stared at her husband. What could she say in front of so many people? If they had been alone, she
might have ventured a reproach! At that moment she felt somehow that she had fallen in her own eyes. She had no
worth at all now. God had saved her for no reason. It would have been better had she died.
But now that she had been rescued, if only God would be so kind as to keep this incident from becoming
common knowledge. She raised shamed eyes. Was there anybody here who knew her? Not just one or two—there
were many who did. She looked down again.
In a flash many images of her future came to her. Those who were envious of her love would be happy. Her
friends would discuss the matter and say:
“Is this the husband who would not let Usha go to her father’s house? He used to say ‘Usha, how will I live
without you in the house?’ Where or what was this great love of his? If Usha had died, would he have been
heartbroken? It is possible to live alone in the house, but if it grew unbearable even for a day, there was a way out.
After a decent interval and after observing a few social niceties, he would have married again. That foolish
woman also would believe that her husband loved her very much. But what of it? Why was Usha thinking of such
things? God had been so merciful that her husband had been saved from a terrible accident. She should thank God
a million times and celebrate her good fortune. She should get him to make ritual offerings to the Ganges. God
had averted a great calamity.”
It was not right to cast aspersions on anybody. Who was there in this world whose love did not cast a shadow
of selfishness? But what of duty? Yes, this social structure was held together by the chains of duty. But so what?
Saving oneself was also a duty.
Woman, Man, Father, Son—all this is an illusion, a mere web of attachment. Nobody actually belongs to
anybody else. Entangled in this web, not trying to save oneself even if one can is also a sin. After all, suicide is
also a sin.
Some time ago, Indian women thought it their duty to burn with their dead husbands. That was their ideal, but
was that form of suicide not also a sin?
Usha was shaken, grappling with all these ideas. These deep questions were not for her to resolve. Only the
scholars of the Gita could say.
For a woman, what could be greater good fortune than that God had saved her husband from a terrible fate! A
woman should be satisfied with so much.
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She stilled her heart and with happiness in her eyes stood up. Trying to mitigate her husband’s embarrassment,
she said:
“Come, let’s go home. The Almighty has been merciful and saved our lives. Why do you worry?”
78.507 Javni\fn{by Raja Rao (1908-2006)} Hassan, Hassan District, Karnataka State, India (M) 6
I had just arrived. My sister sat by me, talking about a thousand things—about my health, my studies, my
future, about Mysore, about my younger sister, and so on. I lay on the mat sipping hot coffee, which seemed like
nectar after a ten-mile cycle ride on one of those bare and dusty roads of Malkad. Drowsily, I listened to her,
feeling strange comfort and freedom after nine hectic months in the city. When I had finished my coffee, I asked
my sister to bring me another cup, not only because I wanted more of that invigorating drink, but because I really
felt like being alone. While my sister went to get the coffee, I lay on the mat flat on my face, my hands stretched
by my side. It seemed to me as though I were being carried away by a flood of some sort, caressing, feathery, and
quiet. I fell asleep.
Suddenly, as if in a dream, I heard a door behind me creaking. But I did not move. The door did not open fully
and somebody seemed to be standing on the threshold, afraid to come in. “Perhaps a neighbor,” I said to myself
vaguely, and in my drowsiness I muttered something, stretched out my hands, kicked my feet against the floor,
and slowly moved my head from one side to the other. The door creaked a little again and the visitor seemed to
recede. “Gone!” I said to myself, feeling a little sorry that I had sent a neighbor away. Outside the carts rumbled
and some cawing crows circled over the roof. A few sunbeams stealing through the tiles fell upon my back. I felt
happy.
Meanwhile my sister came back with the coffee. “Ramu,” she whispered, standing by me. “Ramu, my child,
are you awake or asleep?”
“Awake,” I said, turning my head towards the door which creaked as she shut it.
“Sita,” I whispered, “there was somebody at the door.”
“When?”
“Now! Only a moment ago.”
She went to the door, and, opening it, looked towards the street. After a while she smiled affectionately and
called, “Javni! You monkey! Why don’t you come in? Who do you think is here, Javni? My brother … my
brother!” She smiled broadly and a few tears rolled down her cheeks.
“Really, mother!” said a timid voice. “Really! I wanted to come in, but seeing Ramappa fast asleep I thought
I’d better wait out here.” She spoke peasant Kanarese, drawling the vowels interminably.
“So,” I said to myself, “she already knows my name.”
“Come in!” commanded my sister.
Javni slowly approached the threshold, but still stood outside as if I were a saint or the holy elephant.\fn
{Probably a reference to Ganesha, the elephant-headed son of Shiva and Parvati, petitioned for success before all enterprises .}
“Don’t be shy, come in,” commanded my sister again.
Javni entered and, walking reverently as if in a temple, went and sat by a sack of rice.
My sister sat by me, proud and affectionate. I was everything to her—her strength and hope. She touched my
head and said, “Ramu, Javni is our new servant.”
I turned towards Javni. She seemed to turn away and hide her face. Her hair was growing white, and her bare,
broad forehead showed pain and widowhood. “Come near, Javni,” I said affectionately.
“No, Ramappa,” she whispered.
“Come along,” I insisted. She came forward a few steps and sat by the pillar.
“Oh! come nearer, Javni, and see what a handsome brother I have,” cried Sita.
No, I was not flattered. My big, tap-like nose, and my thick underlip only seemed more monstrous than ever.
Javni crawled along the floor and came a few steps nearer.
“Oh! Come nearer, you monkey,” cried my sister again. Javni advanced a few feet more and, turning her face
towards the floor, sat like a bride beside a bridegroom.
“He looks like a prince,” exclaimed my sister.
“A god!” mumbled Javni. I laughed and drank my coffee.
“The whole town is made about him,” whispered Javni.
“How do you know?” asked Sita.
“How? I have been standing at the market place the whole afternoon, to see when Ramappa would come. You
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told me he looked like a prince. You said he rode a bicycle. When I saw him come by the pipal tree where the
fisherman Kodi hanged himself the other day, I ran towards the town and I saw how people gazed and gazed at
him. And they asked me who he was. Of course I replied, ‘The Revenue Inspector’s brother-in-law.’ ‘How
handsome he is!’ said fat Nanjunda of the coconut shop. ‘How like a prince he is!’ said the concubine Chowdy.
‘Oh, a very god!’ said my neighbor, barber Venkanna’s wife Kanchi.’”
“Well, Ramu, so you see, the whole of Malkad is dazzled with your beauty,” interrupted my sister. “Take care,
my child. They say, in this town, they practice magic, and I have heard how many a good-looking boy has been
killed by jealousy.”
I laughed.
“Don’t laugh, Ramappa. With these very eyes, I can swear to you, with these very two eyes, I have seen the
ghosts of more than a hundred young men and women—all killed by magic, by magic, Ramappa,” assured Javni,
for the first time looking towards me. “My learned Ramappa, never go out after sunset, for there are spirits of all
sorts walking in the dark. And especially, never go by the canal after the cows have come home. It is a haunted
place, Ramappa.”
“How do you know?” I asked, curious.
“How? With these very eyes, I have seen, Ramappa, with these very eyes. The potter’s wife Rangi was
unhappy. Poor thing! Poor thing! And one night she was so sad that she went and jumped into the canal. The other
day, when I was coming home in the deadly dark with my little lamb, whom should I see but Rangi—Rangi in a
white, borderless sari, her hair all floating. She stood in front of me. I shivered and wept. She ran and stood by a
tree, yelling in a strange voice. ‘Away! Away!’ I cried. Then suddenly I saw her standing on the bridge, and she
jumped into the canal, moaning, ‘My girl is gone, my child is gone, and I am gone too!’”
My sister trembled. She had a horror of devils. “Why don’t you shut up, you donkey’s widow, and stop pouring
out all your holy knowledge.”
“Pardon me, mother, pardon me,” Javni begged.
“I have pardoned you again and again, and yet it is always the same old story. Always the same Ramayana.
Why don’t you fall into the canal like Rangi and turn into a devil!” My sister was furious. Javni smiled
awkwardly and timidly hid her face between her knees.
“How handsome your brother is!” she murmured ecstatically, after a moment.
“Did I not say he was like a prince? Who knows what incarnation of a god he may be? Who knows?” my sister
said, patting me proudly.
“Without Javni,” began my sister after a moment’ silence, “I could never have lived in this place.”
“And without you, I could never have lived either, mother!” Her voice was so rich and calm that she seemed to
sing.
“In this blessed lace everything is so difficult,” Sita complained. “He,” she added, referring to her husband, “is
always busy with collections. The villages are few but situated at great distances from one another. Sometimes he
goes away for more than a week, and I should have died of fright had not Javni been with me And,” she added, a
little sadly, “Javni understands my fears and my beliefs. Men, Ramu, can never understand us.”
“Why?” I asked.
“Why? I cannot say. You are too practical and irreligious. To us everything is mysterious. Our gods are not
your gods, your gods are not our gods. It is simple enough.,” She seemed sadder still.
“But I have always tried to understand you,” I protested.
“Of course! Of course! Exclaimed my sister rapturously, and tears—ever ready—trickled down her cheeks.
“Mother,” muttered Javni, trembling. “Mother, will you permit me to say one thing?”
“Yes,” answered my sister indifferently.
“Ramappa, your sister loves you,” blubbered Javni wiping away her tears. “She loves you as though you were
her own child. Oh! I wish I had seen her two children! They must have been angels! But Ramappa, what I wanted
to say was this. Your sister loves you, talks of you all the time, and says, ‘If my brother did not live, I should have
died long ago,’ and”—here she hesitated, but continued gazing at my sister, for fear she would be reprimanded
—“and whenever we go to the temple, she says, ‘Keep my brother happy and give him long life and great
learning.’ Only the other day …”
“Be quiet!” my sister shouted, fearing her secrets might be revealed.
“How long have you been with Sita?” I asked Javni, trying to change the subject.
“How long? How do I know? But let me see, the harvest was over and we were husking the grain, when they
came.”
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“How did you find her?” I said, turning to my sister.
“Why, Ramappa,” cried Javni, proud for the first time. “There is nobody who can work for a Revenue
Inspector’s family as well as I. You can ask anybody in the town, even a pariah,\fn{An outcast; lowest of the low.} and
he will tell you, ‘Javni is as good as a cow,’ and he will also add that there is no one who can serve a Revenue
Inspector’s family so well as Javni.” She beat her breast with satisfaction.
“So it is always a Revenue Inspector’s family you serve,” I said smiling.
“Of course,” she cried, proudly, her hands folded upon her knees. “Of course!”
“Then how many Revenue Inspectors have you served?” I asked.
“How many? Now let me see.” Here she counted upon her fingers, one by one, remembering them by how
many children they had, what sort of wives they had, their caste, their native place, or even how good they had
been in giving her two old saris, a four anna tip, or a measure of rice.
“Javni,” I said, trying to be a little humorous, “suppose I came here some day, after ten, fifteen, or twenty
years, and I am not a Revenue Inspector, and I ask you to serve me. Will you or will you not?”
She looked perplexed, laughed, and turned towards my sister for help.
“Answer him!” commanded my sister affectionately.
“But, Ramappa,” cried out Javni, full of happiness, as though she had discovered a solution to the question,
“you cannot but be a big man like our master, the Revenue Inspector. With your learning and your good looks,
you cannot be anything else. And when you come here, of course, I will be your servant.”
“But if I am not a Revenue Inspector?” I insisted.
“You must be … you must be!” she cried, as if I were insulting myself.
“All right! I shall be a Revenue Inspector in order to have you,” I joked.
“As if it were not enough that I should work myself to death in being one,” put in my brother-in-law, as he
entered through the back door, dust-covered and breathless.
Javni got up and ran away as though in holy fear. It was the master!
“She is a sweet soul,” I said to my sister.
“Almost a mother!” she added, smiling gratefully.
In the byre Javni was talking to the calf.
*
Two or three days in the week, my brother-in-law was out touring and on these days Javni usually came to
sleep in our house, for my sister had a terror of being alone. Since it had become a habit, Javni came as usual even
when I was here. One evening, I cannot remember why, we had dined early and, unrolling our beds, we lay down
before evening had really fallen. Javni came, peeped in the window, and called in a whisper, “Mother, mother.”
“Come in, you monkey!” answered my sister.
Javni opened the door and stepped in. She carried a sheet in her hands. Throwing it on the floor, she went
straight into the byre where her food was usually kept. I could never bear that, and time and again I had quarreled
with my sister about it. But she would not argue about it. “They are of the lower class, you cannot ask them to sit
and eat with you,” she would say.
“Nonsense!” I said. “How can you say that? Are they not like us, like any of us? Only the other day you said
you loved her as if she were your eldest sister or mother.”
“Yes!” she replied angrily. “But affection does not ask you to be irreligious.”
“And what, pray, is being irreligious?” I continued, furious.
“Irreligious! Irreligious! Well, eating with a woman of a lower caste is irreligious. And, Ramu,” she cried
desperately, “I have had enough of quarreling all the time. In the name of the mother who bore us, can’t you leave
me alone?” And she began to cry.
“You are inhuman!” I spat, disgusted.
“Go and how your humanity!” she grumbled, and hiding her face beneath the blankets, she wept harder.
I was really too much ashamed and too angry to stay in bed. I got up and went into the byre. Javni sat in the
dark, swallowing mouthfuls of rice, slowly, like a cow chewing its cud. I came and stood beside her, leaning
against the wall. She stopped eating and seemed greatly embarrassed.
“Javni,” I said tenderly.
“Ramappa,” she answered, confused.
“Why not light a lantern when you eat, Javni?”
“What use!” she replied, and continued to much her rice.
“But you cannot see what you are eating!”
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“I cannot. But there is no necessity to see what you eat.” She laughed as though amused.
“But you must!” I was angry.
“No, Ramappa. I know where my rice is, and I can feel where the pickle is, and that is enough!”
“Suppose you come with me into the hall,” I cried. I knew I could never convince her.
“No, Ramappa. I am quite well here. I do not want to dirty the floor of the hall.”
“If it is dirty, I will clean it,” I shouted, exasperated.
She was silent. In the darkness I saw her shadow near me, thrown by the faint starlight that came from the
garden door. In the corner the cow was breathing hard, and the calf was nibbling at wisps of hay. It was a terrible
moment. The whole misery of the world seemed to be weighing on me. And yet—and yet—one seemed to laugh
at all the suffering.
“Javni,” I said to her softly, “do you eat at home like this?”
“Yes, Ramappa.” Her tone was sad.
“And why?”
“The oil is too expensive, Ramappa.”
“But surely you can afford that.”
“No, Ramappa. It costs an anna a bottle, and that lasts only a week.”
“But an anna is nothing,” I said.
“Nothing! Nothing!” She seemed frightened. “Why, my learned Ramappa, it is what I earn in two days.”
“In two days!” I was much too surprised to say anything.
“Yes, Ramappa. I earn a rupee a month.” She seemed content.
I heard an owl hoot somewhere, and far, far away, somewhere too far and too distant for my rude ear to hear,
the world wept in its silent suffering.
Javni sat and ate. The mechanical mastication of the rice seemed to represent her, her life—her whole
existence.
“Javni,” I said breaking the silence, “what do you do with the rupee?”
“I never take it,” she answered, laughing.
“Why don’t you take it, Javni?”
“Mother keeps it for me. Now and again she says I work well, and adds an anna or two to my funds, and one
day, I shall have enough to buy a sari.” She seemed happy.
“And the rest?” I asked.
“The rest? Why, I’ll buy something for my brother’s child.”
“Is your brother poor, Javni?”
“No. But, Ramappa, I love the child,” she said tenderly.
“Suppose I asked you to give it to me?” I laughed, for I could not weep.
“Oh, you will never ask me, Ramappa, never. But if you should, I would give it to you.” She laughed too,
content and amused.
“You are wonderful!” I murmured.
“At your feet, Ramappa!”
She had finished eating, and she went into the bathroom to wash her hands. I walked out into the garden and
stood looking at the sparkling stars. There was companionship in their shining. The small and the great clustered
together in the heart of the quiet blue. What did they know of caste? …
Far away a cart-man chanted forth:
The night is dark,
Come to me, mother,
The night is quiet,
Come to me, friend.

The winds sighed.
*
On the nights Javni came to sleep with us, we usually gossiped a great deal about village affairs. Javni always
had news to tell us. One day it would be about the wife of postman Subba who had run away with the
Mohammedan of the mango shop. Another day it would be about the miraculous cure of barber Venkanna’s wife
Kanchi, during her recent pilgrimage to the Bilgiri temple. My sister always took an interest in these things. Javni
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made it a point to find out everything about everybody, and she gossiped the whole evening until we both fell
asleep.
My sister usually lay by the window, I near the door, and Javni at our feet. She slept on a bare wattle mat, with
a cotton sheet for cover, and she never seemed to suffer from the cold of the rainy evenings. On one of these
nights when we lay gossiping, I pleaded with Javni to tell us a little about her own life. At first she was shy and
hesitant; but when my sister urged her, and I had long been pleading, she accepted, still rather unwillingly. I was
all ears, but my sister was snoring away after a while.
Javni was born in the neighboring village of Kotéhalli, where her father cultivated the fields in winter and
washed clothes in summer. Her mother always had work to do, as there were childbirths almost every day in one
village or another and, being a hereditary midwife, she was always sent for. Javni had four sisters and two
brothers, of whom only her brother Bhima now remained. She loved her parents and they loved her too, and when
she was eighteen she was duly married to a boy whom they had chosen from Kalkad. The boy was good and
affectionate, and he never once beat her. He too was a washerman.
“What do you think?” said Javni, proudly. “He washed clothes for the Maharaja when he came here.”
“Really!” I exclaimed, encouragingly, and she continued. Her husband was, I have said, a good man, and he
really cared for her He never made her work too much, and he always cooked for her when she fell ill. One day,
however, as the gods ordained, a snake bit him while he was washing clothes by the river, and in spite of all the
magic that barber Venkanna applied, there was no hope, and he died that very evening, crying to the last,
“Javni, Javni, my Javni.”
I should have expected her to weep here; but she continued without any exclamations or sighs. Then came all
the misfortunes, one after the other, and yet she knew they were nothing, for over us all, she said, Goddess
Talakamma moved and reigned.
Her husband belonged to a family of three brothers and two sisters. The elder brother was a wicked fellow,
who played cards, and got drunk two days out of three. The second was her husband, and the third was a haughty,
young brute, who had already, it was known, made friends with the concubine Siddi, the former mistress of the
Rangappa priest. He was married and he treated his wife as though she were a beast of burden; once he actually
beat her till she was bleeding and unconscious. There were many children in the family, and since one of the
sister-in-law lived in the same village, her children too came to play in the house. But Javni lived on with them,
working at home as usual, and doing her little bit to add to the family funds.
She never know, she said, how it all happened, but one day a policeman came, frightened everybody, and took
away her elder brother-in-law, for some reason which nobody understood. The women were all terrified and
everybody wept. The people in the village began to spit at them and reduced their crops to stubble out of hatred
and revenge, by driving cattle into their fields. Shame, poverty, and quarrels followed one another. And as the
elder brother-in-law was in prison, and the younger busy with his mistress, the women at home made her life
miserable.
“‘You dirty widow,’ they would say and spit on me.
I wept and sobbed and often wanted to go and fall into the rive. But I knew goddess Talakamma would be
angry with me, so I stopped each time I wanted to kill myself. One day, however, my elder sister-in-law became
so intolerable, that I ran away from the house. I did not know to whom to go, for I knew nobody, and my brother
hated me—he had always hated me. But anyway, Ramappa,” she said, lowering here voice, “a sister is a sister.
You cannot deny that the same mother has suckled you both.”
“Of course not!” I said.
“But he never treated me like you treat your sisters.”
“So you are jealous, you wretched widow!” exclaimed my sister, waking up. She always thought people hated
or envied her.
“No, mother,” she pleaded.
“Go on!” I said.
“I went to my brother. As soon as his wife saw me, she swore and spat and took away her child who was
playing on the veranda, saying it would be bewitched. After a moment my brother came out. ‘Why have you
come?’ he asked me. ‘I am without a home,’ I said. ‘You dirty widow, how can you find a home to live in, when
you carry misfortune wherever you set your feet.’ I simply wept. ‘Weep, weep!’ he cried, ‘weep till your tears
flood the Cauvery, but you will not get a morsel of rice from me. No, not a morsel.’ ‘No,’ I said, ‘I do not want a
morsel of rice. I only want a shelter, wide as my palm, to rest myself.’ He seemed less angry. He looked this way
and that and cried, ‘Do you promise me not to quarrel?’ ‘Yes!’ I answered, still weeping. ‘Then for the peace of
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the spirit of my father, I will give you the little hut by the garden door. You can sit, weep, eat, die … do what you
like there.’ he said. I trembled. In the meantime my sister-in-law came back. She frowned and thumped the floor,
swearing at me, and calling me a prostitute, a donkey, a witch—Ramappa. I never saw a woman like that. She has
made my life—a life of tears.”
“How?” I asked.
“How? I cannot say. It is ten or twenty years since I set foot in their house, and every day I wake up with
‘donkey’s wife’ or ‘prostitute’ in my ears.”
“But you don’t have anything to do with her?” I said.
“I don’t. But the child sometimes comes to me, because I love it, and then my sister-in-law rushes out, roaring
like a tigress, and says she will skin me to death if I touch the child again.”
“Then you should not touch it, Javni!”
“Of course, I would not if I had my own. But Ramappa, that child loves me.”
“And why don’t they want you to touch it?”
“Because they say I am a witch and an evil spirit.” She wept.
“Who says it?”
“Both of them say it. But still, Ramappa”—here she suddenly turned gay—“I always keep aside mangoes or
cakes that mother gives me, and I give them all to the child. So it flies away from the mother each time the door is
open. It is such a sweet, sweet thing.” She was happy.
“How old is it?” I asked.
“Four,” she answered.
“Is that their only child?”
“No. They have four more—all grown up. One is already as big as you.”
“And the others, do they love you?”
“No, they all hate me … they all hate me—except that child.”
“Why don’t you adopt a child?” I suggested.
“No, Ramappa, I have a lamb, and that is enough.”
“You have a lamb too?” I said, surprised.
“Yes, a lamb for the child to play with now, and when the next Durga festival comes, I will offer it to the
Goddess Talakamma.”
“Offer it to the Goddess! Why Javni, why not let it live?”
“Don’t speak such a sacrilege, Ramappa. You know I owe a lamb every three years to the Goddess.”
“And what does she give in return?”
“What! What!” she was angry. “All! Everything! Would I live if the goddess did not protect me? Would that
child come to me if the Goddess did not help me? Would mother be so good to me if the Goddess did not bless
me? Why Ramappa, everything is hers. O! Great Goddess Talakamma, give everybody good health, long life, and
all the joys. Protect me, mother!” She was praying.
“What will she give if I offer a lamb?” I asked.
“Everything, Ramappa. You will grow learned; you will become a big man, and you will marry a rich wife,
Ramappa,” she said, growing affectionate all of a sudden. “I have already been praying for you. When mother
said she had a brother, I said to the Goddess, ‘Goddess, keep that boy strong and virtuous, and give him all the
joys of heaven and earth …’”
“Do you love me more or less than your brother’s child?” I asked, to change the subject. She was silent for a
moment.
“You don’t know?” I said.
“No, Ramappa. I have been thinking. I offer a lamb to the Goddess, for the sake of the child. I have not offered
a lamb for you. So how can I say whom I love more?”
“The child!”
“No, no, I love you as much, Ramappa.”
“Will you adopt me, Javni?” No, I was not joking.
She broke out into a fit of laughter which woke my sister.
“Oh! Be quiet,” cried Sita.
“Do you know Javni is going to adopt me?” I said.
“Adopt you! Why does she not go and fall into the river?” she retorted, and fell asleep again.
“If you adopt me, Javni, I will work for you, and give you food to eat.”
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“No, learned Bramappa. A Brahmin is not meant to work. You are the ‘chosen ones.’”
“No, we are not,” I murmured.
“You are! You are! The sacred books are yours. The Vedas are yours. You are all, you are the twice-born. We
are your servants, Ramappa—your slaves.”
“I am not a Brahmin,” I said half jokingly, half seriously.
“You are, Ramappa, I know you are. You want to make fun of me?”
“No, Javni. Suppose you adopt me?” I persisted.
She laughed again.
“If you don’t adopt me, I shall die and grow into a lamb in my next life, and you will buy it. What will you do
then?”
She did not say anything. It was too perplexing.
“Now,” I said, feeling sleepy. “Now, Javni, go to sleep, and think tomorrow morning whether you will adopt
me or not.”
“Adopt you! You are a god, Ramappa, a god! And I cannot adopt you.”
I dozed away. Only in the stillness I heard Javni saying: “Goddess, Great Goddess, as I have vowed, I will
offer thee my lamb; protect the child, protect mother, protect her brother, protect master, O Goddess! Protect me.”
The Goddess stood silent in the little temple by the Cauvery, amidst the whisper of the woods.
*
A July morning, two summer later. Our cart rumbled over the cobbled street, and we were soon at the village
square. Javni was running behind the cart with tears rolling down her cheeks. For a full week I had seen her
weeping all the time, dreading the day when we would leave her, and she would see us no more. She was
breathless; but she walked fast, keeping pace with the bullocks. I was with my sister at the back of the cart, and
my brother-in-law sat in the front beside the cart-man. My sister too was sad. In her heart she knew she was
leaving a friend. Yes, Javni had been her only friend. Now and again they gazed at each other, and I cold see Javni
suddenly sobbing like a child.
“Mother, mother,” she would say, approaching the cart, “Mother, don’t forget me.”
“I will not. No, I assure you, I will not.” Now my sister too was in tears.
“Even if she should, I will not,” I added. I too would have wept had I not been self-conscious.
When we reached the river it was already full morning. The ferry was not plying because it was summer and
thee was so little water that we could wad across. The cart-man said he would rest the bullocks for a moment, and
I got out to breathe the fresh air, and more, to speak to Javni.
“Don’t weep,” I said to Javni.
“Ramappa, how can I help weeping? Will I ever see again a family of gods like yours? Mother was kind to me,
kind like a veritable goddess. You were so, so good to me. And master …” Here she broke again into fits of sobs.
“No, Javni. With a heart like yours, who will not blossom forth into godhead?” I murmured.
But she simply wept. My words meant nothing to her. She was nervous and trembled over and over again.
“Mother, mother,” she would say between her sobs. “Oh, mother …”
The cart-man asked me to get in. I jumped into the cart with a heavy heart.
“Hoi … hoi …” cried the cart-man. And the bullocks stepped into the river.
Till we were on the other bank I could see Javni sitting on a rock and looking towards us. In my soul I still
seemed to hear her sobs. A huge pipal tree rose behind her, and across the blue waters of the river and under the
vast sky above her, she seemed so small, so insignificant …
84.9 Silak’s Daughter\fn{by Lila Majumdar (1908-2007)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (F) 3
All day long, Silak’s father would sit on the wooden bench in the verandah. Ilbon, the wood-seller, lit a fire for
him in the circular angta every evening. But the cold did not get out of his bones.
Silak’s father would lament to anyone who came by, “I sent my granddaughter Kusmi all the way to Calcutta
to study and she has changed. But I had won so much money at the races those days, it went to my head. I didn’t
pay attention to what anyone said. Now the child has become a big problem.”
The neighbors sympathized with Silak’s father, yet they could not help but be pleased. Silak’s mother had been
so arrogant, this was a just reward for her, they thought. Their only regret was that she hadn’t lived long enough to
see it. Silak’s father was aware of all this. If only the girl would find a suitable husband and have children. But no!
She wouldn’t let anyone come near her. Sighing deeply, Silak’s father stood up. All the chill of the land seemed to
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gather in this part of Moulai.
Silak’s father always had a bag hanging from his shoulder with his paan in it, so he did not have to disturb
anyone when he wanted it. But even after putting the paan with a pinch of chuna and a whole supari into his
mouth, he did not find any comfort. Suddenly his heart longed for Silak’s mother. For twenty five years she had
kept him under strict control. Only once a year, at the time of the Nongkrem dance, would she allow him to go
away. Otherwise she never let him out of her sight.
What strength she had! She could beat him to a pulp. The old man's heart swelled with pride. She had been
good-looking, too. Almost as tall as her husband, with thick, soft, dark-brown hair, which when left loose,
cascaded down to her knees. Though apart from her family, how many people had been fortunate enough to see
it?
She had a great sense of propriety, Silak’s mother. She would not allow her family to deviate from the customs
and traditions of the land. She never wore white. Only the Udhkar women wore white. Not once had she thought
of giving up her traditional dress. With a sigh, Silak’s father thought of his dead wife in the high-necked jacket,
with sleeves reaching the elbows, two pieces of mooga cloth tied behind her in an artistic knot, a dark-colored
scarf round her head. How beautiful she had looked in that old-fashioned costume! She had loved dressing up,
too. Pure gold earrings that covered the whole ear, a necklace of gold and coral, lifted from the heart of the ocean.
In this land of mountains, no one had even seen the ocean those days. Except the few who went to France during
the War. And how many of them came back?
Silak had not come back. Yes, she was that Silak’s mother, and he, her husband. In the twenty five years they
had been together, she had never once let him be unworthy of her. Had she been alive today, she would not have
allowed him to sit here, huddled up like this. Immediately, Silak’s father lowered his feet into his mustard-colored
boots and sat up straight.
The wind whistled through the long leaves of the saral tree, and a faint smell of incense wafted through the air.
Folding up its wings, the day seemed to be getting ready to return to its nest. He suddenly started feeling hungry.
Whenever he felt hungry these days, Silak’s father thought of his own mother. His father would spend his time
drinking and sleeping, while his mother toiled, breaking stones, and earning six annas at the end of the day. A
road was being constructed below Moulai, at Dhankheti. The area was a real dhan khet, a paddy field then, not
crowded with houses. In one corner, was Kutuk Budho’s hut. Baba! How frightened he had been of the old man.
Night and day Kutuk Budho worked in the little garden around the house, growing potatoes and pumpkins.
Behind the hut, a mountain stream gurgled its way over the stones.
In the afternoon the women laborers would take an hour’s break to eat their lunch of rice. How sweet was the
taste of that rice! His younger brother Khullung, tied to his mother’s back, would not want to climb down from
there the whole day. Only when he fell asleep would his mother put him on the ground under a tree. Beside him,
she would keep a big bowl of rice, covered with a dirty piece of cloth. And there would be plantains for Khullung,
with the seeds still in them. Whenever he cried he would have to be fed the mashed plantains. What a fat child
Khullung had been! Silak’s father could hardly lift him.
After that it would be time for his lunch. A big bowl of thick-grained rice and a little red hot charchari of dried
fish—the taste of it was heavenly. His mother would take him down to the river and wash his face and hands. She
would cup her hands and fill them with water for him to drink. From her shoulder bag she would take out paan,
supari and a tin of chuna, tear off the stalk of the paan leaf and hand it to him.
Suddenly the sharp, pungent taste of the paan stalk came back to his tongue. And Silak’s father yearned for his
childhood.
There was Kusmi! Proper paved steps lead up from the foothills, past someone’s kitchen or skirting another’s
storage shed. As you came up you could ask after everyone’s well-being. But the girl never took the steps. Not for
her the path on which her mother and grandmother had walked.
Kusmi came up and called out, “Dada!” Both her cheeks were tinged with red. She was panting slightly and
even on that winter evening there were beads of sweat on her forehead. Kusmi was wearing a green sari. On her
wrists glittered two thick bangles of pure gold.
“What are you staring at, Dada?” she asked.
“I suddenly remembered that there, where the pine trees hide the moonlight from one’s eyes, the tiger traps are
laid. Why do you come home so late, Kusmi? Aren’t you afraid of anything?”
A slight smile lit up the corners of Kusmi’s eyes. She pulled out two large silver pins from her hair. Thick,
straight, soft as silk, her brown hair cascaded to her knees. An ache rose in the old man's throat.
“Why did you return so late, Kusmi?” he grumbled. “Where did you go? Don’t you know I feel hungry at this
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time?”
Kusmi came up to him and hugged him.
“Were you worried, Dada? Why do you become like this when it gets dark? There are no tigers now.”
How suddenly the dusk falls in this land. As soon as the sun sets behind those bare mountains in the distance,
clouds of darkness descend to earth and lie in thick layers all around. Fireflies glint among the trees, the chirping
of crickets breaks the stillness of the night and the street dogs echo the howl of the jackals. The huge bats attack
each other as they flock to the wild-pear tree to eat the fruit. Then they spread their wings like dark umbrellas and
melt into the blackness of the forest. In the night, the distant forest seems to crowd in, and the deep purple starstudded sky appears to press down.
Silak’s father felt suffocated. No words escaped his lips. He just managed to say, “It’s not good to stay up so
late, Kusmi. In the old days, we had dinner and went to bed as soon as dusk fell. There was great danger outside.”
Kusmi put her loving arms around the old man’s neck. Her hair curtained his face. In the light of the kerosene
lamp Silak’s father could see red glints in the brown tresses. A beautiful fragrance rose from them. His turban
slipped off and his head felt cold. Kusmi laughed and caressed his bald head.
“If you are afraid of the dark, Dada,” she whispered in his ear, “why did you build your house at the edge of
the forest?”
But no, it wasn’t Silak’s father who had built the house. Things were different those days. A man lost his
prestige if he did an ordinary job. If he joined the army, or at least the police force, that was all right. Silak’s father
had never done any work, but even so, he was widely respected. In the five hill regions around, there were few
men who could equal him in archery. At the Nongkrem dance festival, when he rode on his horse, a colorful,
fringed turban on his head, the girls stared at him with enchantment in their eyes. And the men watched him with
envy in their hearts.
This house had been built by Silak’s mother’s mother. They were all dead and gone now. Only Silak’s father
had been left behind. Strong as ever, he hasn’t lost a single tooth yet!
“Let’s go inside, Kusmi, I’m hungry.”
Ilbon had cooked chicken curry and put a couple of eggs into the rice. Silak’s father didn’t notice any of this.
“Why won’t you marry Domor, Kusmi?” he asked. “Do you know that he is a descendant of the kings of this
land? Till recently we were their subjects. We gave them a portion of the harvest, also a share of the fowls. It’s
your good fortune that he wants to marry you. Tell me why you won’t marry him.”
Kusmi turned her eyes away from Silak’s father’s face.
“What’s the hurry, Dada?”
“Why the delay, Kusmi? You have finished your studies and come home. Everybody said you wouldn’t come
back. Once she gets a taste of Calcutta, they said, she won’t be able to settle down here. Why won’t you get
married? If only you marry Domor and stay near me! I don’t have any strength in my legs these days, Kusmi.”
The light from the kerosene lamp fell on Kusmi’s face. Brown eyes sparkled brightly below thin arched eyebrows. High cheekbones, a small straight nose, bright red lips like the petals of a rose, and long reddish brown
hair spread over her back.
“If you don’t feel strong, Dada, why don’t you have a little milk?” Kusmi asked.
When he was young, no one ever drank milk. As soon as babies were weaned, they would start eating
plantains. How sweet was the taste of those plantains! Ma would take the seeds out and Silak’s father and
Khullung would lick the plantains from her hand. Nothing tasted as sweet nowadays. Silak’s father pushed his
plate away and got up.
Through the glass panes of shuttered windows, he stared at the world outside. A cool breeze was blowing. The
long grass on either side of the road swayed, the stars twinkled. How beautiful it was. How white. How cool. How
lonely!
Silak’s father shivered involuntarily.
“Don’t go off to sleep now, Dada,” Kusmi said. “It’s not good to fall asleep immediately after a meal. Here,
come and sit beside the angta and stretch your legs.” Then after a slight pause, she continued,
“Dada, what kind of a man was my father, Silak?”
Silak’s father could remember nothing about Silak. Sometimes he asked the neighbors. They were surprised,
but even they did not remember him very well.
“He died in the War, in France,” Silak’s father replied.
“That much I know,” Kusmi replied impatiently. “I know he was very wild. He caused great unhappiness to
both of you. Without telling anyone he married a girl from a different caste. Then I was born. Didima was furious.
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She had a fight with him. In his anger, Baba went and enlisted in the army. He went off to France.” With a deep
sigh Kusmi continued,
“But what sort of a man was he? What kind of a woman was my mother?”
Silak’s father was upset.
“Who knows what sort of man he was! This much I can say—he was very naughty. He broke that big bow of
mine for no reason … How can I say what sort of man he was? … Must have been a handsome fellow. He looked
down upon the local girls. He used to say that the mountain girls with their short bodies, flat noses and thick
angles were no good. He went and married a girl from another caste, from Nongpo … Yes! Now I remember.
They returned home one evening like this. He was standing at the doorstep, the girl waited outside. Every now
and then, he pulled his collar closer around him. It was very cold. I felt sorry for them. But his mother would not
let them enter the house. She drove them away.”
Silak’s father looked around distractedly. Then his eyes fell on Kusmi and he said, “Are you crying, Kusmi? I
told you he was very naughty and disobedient. He was only twenty years old but he was as proud as he was
stubborn. Afterwards, to console me, his mother would say, ‘Such a son deserves to be turned away.’ Do you
know, I never saw him again. I can’t even remember his face.”
“Why didn’t you tell me all this until now, Dadu?” asked Kusmi with a catch in her throat.
“Who knows! Maybe I had forgotten it.”
“What happened after that?”
“They lived in a room beside a shop in Lumparing for two months. Then he went off to France and never
returned.”
“After that?”
“It was all so long ago, I don’t remember … You were born. Your grandmother heard of the birth of a girl, and
she went to see you. In those days no one ventured out after dark. But as soon as Silak’s mother heard the news,
she set off.”
Outside, the cold wind whistled and the jackals howled.
“And you?” Kusmi asked in a choked voice.
“I also went with her.”
“What happened then?”
“From the bed where she lay, your mother had a raging fight with her. By that evening your mother was also
dead. Your grandmother plucked you from your dead mother’s breast and brought you here. We walked all the
way in the darkness, neither of us saying a word. After that … I don’t remember anything more … Kusmi, when
you cry, it breaks my heart.”
Silak’s father’s hands trembled as he tried to pull Kusmi to him.
“No, Dadu, I won’t cry. But what about you? You didn’t feel sad then? You didn’t cry? Don’t you feel sorry
that you never saw your twenty year old son again?”
Silak’s father shook his head very slowly. “I don’t know.” Huge teardrops rolled down his cheeks. “I don’t
remember anything of those days, Kusmi.”
The wind shrieked outside.
“Dada,” Kusmi said, “I too love a boy from another community.”
She raised her eyes to look at the old man’s face.
“If you allow him, he will come and meet you.”
“But … but …” Silak’s father mumbled. “Where does he stay? What is his name? What does he do?”
“He teaches at the missionary school in Laimokhra. His name is Alok. We were in college together in Calcutta.
He is a Bengali … But it’s all right, Dadu. If you are unhappy about it, I’ll tell him to go away. Don’t worry.”
“You will tell him to go away?”
“I thought I would have to quarrel with you today! Why are there tears in your eyes, Dadu?”
Silak’s father pulled out a dirty handkerchief from his pocket, wiped his eyes and blew his nose. Silak’s mother
had been so particular about cleanliness!
Kusmi stood up.
“You don’t have to worry about anything, Dada. I’ll tell him to go away.”
Silak’s father carefully folded the handkerchief and put it in his pocket. With the back of his right hand he
rubbed his eyes. Then he said:
“No. Tell him to come and meet me.”
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1909
62.21 & 62.48 1. Taatayya (Grandfather) 2. Immoral Person\fn{by Kodavatiganti Kutumba Rao (1909-1980)} Tenali,
Guntur District, Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 8
1
Among all people, Brahmin folk are superior. Among Brahmin folk, the Vaidikis are superior to the Niyogis.
Having their heads shaved with just a tuft left at the rear, and every day, first thing in the morning, applying three
fingers of sacred ash clearly seen on their foreheads, and conducting the annual rites for the dead, such Brahmin
folk are very pure. They come to everyone’s house and say, “Sri Krishnaparabrahmaney namaha.”\fn{Obeisance to
the Supreme Reality.} Then the mother of the family will come out and pour rice into their chembu.\fn{Metal cruse.} To
the sudra fellows and beggars and others, we give alms with one hand. For the Brahmin folk, we carry the rice in
both hands held together. They are not beggars.
They\fn{Vaidikis.} don’t keep moustaches. They don’t wear any ironed clothes. Don’t wear shirts. My
taatayya \fn{Grandfather.} wouldn’t wear shirts. Except during winter nights. Then he would wear a red woolen
cap. Only the face could be seen through it, head and neck would disappear. Wearing it taatayya looked like
somebody else.
Taatayya would not beg for alms. On the annual-rites day,\fn{ A note reads: That day commemorating a near relative’s
death with offerings to the departed soul .} he too would chant the mantras with the other Brahmin folk. The annual-rites
Brahmins would eat before taatayya. But they allowed taatayya to touch their food. For the annual-rites feast they
cook gaarelu\fn{A note reads: Cookies like doughnuts made of black gram .} and sweetened milk-rice, but they don’t make
pulusu.\fn{A note reads: A thick soup with vegetables.} They will not cook even red gram. They cook green gram.
Though taatayya was not as pure a Brahmin as the Brahmin folk conducting the annual-rites, they respected him.
Taatayya did not know English. That is taatayya regarded father highly. Father was not as superior a brahmin
as taatayya. Father kept a moustache. Wore pressed clothes. He wore the dhoti without the plaited end tucked up
at the back. He wore it with a free-falling plaited hem. He would not apply at meals, as taatayya did, sandalwood
paste and sacred turmeric-mixed raw rice to his forehead. He wore a black dot on the forehead. He wore pattu\fn
{A kind of silk.} dhoti while eating food. A niadi\fn{Sacral.} cloth is superior to pattu cloth. When such purified
clothes are hung out to dry, if children touch them they are polluted. Wet clothes cannot be polluted. But the
purified cloth is superior to a wet cloth. If they step on a cotton thread, the old people wearing purified clothes
become polluted. Cotton wool cannot be polluted.
Sudra folk are far below Brahmin folk. They cannot be like Brahmins. They are dark. The woman who sold
vegetables to us at our home was very fair. But if she spoke it became clear that she was a sudra woman. We
should not trust a black Brahmin or a fair sudra. Taatayya of course was dark. Mother trusted him. But everyone
would say that fair-skinned sudras must never really be trusted. That woman who sold vegetables to us told so
many lies to mother. Mother quarreled with her every day. Father would not quarrel with her.
Sudra folk eat meat. They put a hen in the basket and pluck its feathers. While they pluck the feathers, the hen
cries for some time. After a while it will not cry. After its feathers have been plucked, the hen cannot be
recognized. Looks vile. Old sudra women make an offering of the hen’s head to God. While making the offering,
they don’t chant mantras. Unlike taatayya, they don’t put on purified clothes and go into a purified state.
The hen’s head does not look at things like a hen, but looks in a peculiar way at things. While the plucking is
on, Brahmin children must not watch it.
Brahmin children should not drink water at houses of sudra folk. Only if a drop of buttermilk is mixed in water
can they drink it. If a drop of buttermilk is dropped in drinking water, it disappears. It will look like ordinary
drinking water. The cowherd folk mix water in buttermilk. If water is mixed in buttermilk, mother will know. If
sudra folk mix water in buttermilk, Brahmins can drink it.
Niyogis are not superior Brahmins. They don’t offer the sandhya rites. They have impure ways. If they wear
that long red mark on their foreheads, they are good to look at. But that kind of forehead mark shows that they are
not pure Brahmins. Children should not tell Chalapati Rao garu that they are not pure Brahmin folk. It is not
proper to do so. We say it behind their backs, but when we are with them, even Niyogis are treated like pure
Brahmins. We don’t treat them as we do sudra folk. If little children drink water in the houses of the Niyogis it is
not wrong. Little children should not ask in Niyogi homes that buttermilk be mixed in water. Elders like taatayya

371

would not drink water in the Niyogi home. Because old people don’t feel thirsty.
On the occasion of any ceremony in Chalapati Rao garu’s, house, taatayya will not go to the feast in their
house. Mother, father and I go. If there are annual rites or ceremonies in our house, everyone in the house of
Chalapati Rao garu comes to the feast. Taatayya will eat alongside, but after they are gone he will be cross.
“With the coming of the railway and the trunk roads, the whole world has become pariah feed,” taatayya used
to say.
When taatayya went on a journey by train, he would wear a shirt, but he would not wear the cap. After
returning from the train journey, taatayya would take off his clothes and put them apart. Father would bring in the
outdoor clothes into the house. This pollution reached taatayya of course. But what could he do? Everything is
pariah feed, of course.
The brahmin folk are scared of the untouchables. The untouchables will pass very close to us. Then we will be
polluted. Some untouchables don’t care even when we shout at them to warn them. They are not good
untouchables. Even white people are untouchables. They don’t bathe. Even though they don’t bathe they are fair.
Even when we wash ourselves with soap we don’t look so fair. The white people are great people. Even at home
they speak in English. Their ladies wear porcelain plates on their heads. Brahmins should not eat in porcelain
plates. The people who eat in porcelain plates are Saibs.\fn{Muslims.}
Saibs whip cotton.\fn{A note reads: Cotton for mattresses and pillows was cleaned by hand; by Muslims in coastal Andhra
districts.} When they whip cotton, it sounds nice in the beginning. Later it becomes sickening to watch. A strong
man can, setting the whipping machine erect, shoot arrows from it.\fn{ A note reads: The device employed by the cottoncleaners looks like a big bow, with its wooden frame and long string. A child’s way of looking at things .} Saibs drive jutkas. They
don’t drive bullock carts. Saibs stitch clothes. Saibs don’t do anything else. They come to the verandah-school to
study.
Saib musicians of the bannai\fn{Clarinet.} are good to listen to. They play on the sannai at their weddings.
They hang jasmine garlands against the bridegroom’s face.\fn{ A note reads: Practiced by Muslims all over India; and some
communities among the North Indian Hindus.} The Saib groom goes on a horse in a procession round the town. Saib
brides don’t go in a procession. If they don’t know how to climb a horse,\fn{ A note reads: Once again a practice of the
same communities; the baaraat or the groom’s procession arrives at the brides place, with the groom riding a mare .} Saibs don’t
marry.
For the celebrations of the peeroos,\fn{Muslim saints.} Saibs put on the tiger mask and paint themselves and
entertain people. In the festival of the dussehra the police folk put on the costume of betaalas\fn{Fiends.} If they
look at a betaala, children are scared. The tiger show is better to watch.
The festival of Sri Rama Navami is also great fun. They set up thatched pandals all over the town. It is very
cool under the pandals. On the day of the festival, these are full of people. Little children should not go into the
crowds. The grown-ups scold them because they will miss their way back if they go into the crowds. But all that
is empty talk. Children can go anywhere, they will not be lost. Because little children are short, they cannot see
the God and the worship.
I like festivals the whole town joins to celebrate. In the month of Kaartikam,\fn{ October-November.} they arrange
communal eating in the grove. Then people of all castes sit together and eat food. Right opposite us can be seen
Vaisya folk and sudra folk. It is good to eat like that. But it is scary. Where there is a vusiri tree,\fn{Amla tree,
Emblic myrobalan.} anyone can eat without thinking of caste. There is a vusiri tree in our backyard but because of
taatayya we do not give food to sudra folk in our house. Taatayya does not attend grove feasts either.
While celebrating saptaaham\fn{A holy week.} too all the people in the town eat together. Food is served the
whole day. At night they stage harikathas.\fn{A note reads: Recitals of religious episodes accompanied by music and dance .}
Where they perform bhajans children are allowed to play on the harmonium. When children play on it, the sound
comes out loud at one time and soft at another. Not just this, the hand pains. No use even if you change hands.
Finally, at the end you have to use both hands. When both hands pain, you feel like crying. Even if both hands
pain, we acquire merit in heaven by playing on the harmonium at a bhajan. When you cry, you are ashamed
someone might see.
Great fun when the circus comes to town. Soon after the circus comes to our town, it rains. The circus tent is
pitched in the fields. After the rain there is knee-deep slush in the fields. You have to wade through the slush to go
to the circus. They sprinkle grain chaff where people sit. When we sit on the chaff, the slush won’t touch us, but
the shorts get wet and it feels cold.
Near the circus, sodas are sold. If little children ask to drink the soda, father gets angry. Chalapati Rao garu
does not get angry. When we drink soda the mouth feels hot. It stings in the nostrils. When the marble stops the
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mouth of the soda bottle, you get a good feeling. It is fun to watch the circus. But there is nothing in what they do.
They do things easily. Not once do they fall. But to walk on the wire holding a little umbrella is wonderfully
tough. That is why that girl walks with such fear. To catch her if she falls down there will be a man. Keeps
watching the girl. If the girl goes forward, he goes forward. If she moves backward, he comes back. If she runs, he
runs. The girl walking on the wire looks so pretty. That man talks with the girl. That girl smiles at him. She does
not smile at anyone else. Even after the circus is gone, we keep remembering her.
After the circus is gone, little children tie short strings to short sticks and make imaginary elephants dance.
These string whips don’t make that kind of sharp sound.
Taatayya does not like any of the festivals celebrated in the town. Even circus taatayya does not attend. He
prefers festivals celebrated at home. Festivals at home are not as good as the festivals celebrated in the town. They
make special sweet dishes but they won’t allow us to eat as much as we want. Until taatayya finishes eating, we
should not start eating. On a festival day if we ask for a gogu,\fn{A note reads: A green leafy vegetable, Hibiscus
cannabinus.} chutney or kandisunni,\fn{A note reads: A powder made of various grams and chilli and salt .} mother will lose
her temper.
Meenakshi brings for me the sweet dishes they cook in the house of Chalapati Rao garu. Then mother looks
upon Meenakshi with great affection. She even feeds Meenakshi with the sweet dishes prepared in our house. The
day after the festival, mother feeds me and father with the remaining sweet dishes out of taatayya’s sight.
If you eat too many sweet dishes, you get fever. If you get fever, you feel low. Don’t feel hungry. When you
have fever, and you eat something without anyone’s watching you, the mouth feels bitter. For children running a
fever, they give indigestion pills. If you swallow them you feel sick in the throat. That is a sure sign of fever.
Only children get fever. The grown-ups don’t get fever. The grown-ups die. When grown-ups die, womenfolk
cry. Menfolk don’t cry. They look low. When they look low, they don’t laugh. That alone is a sign of sadness.
After he died, taatayya didn’t look dead. He looked asleep. But taatayya snored in sleep. Dead people don’t
snore. Before death they rattle a little. But when they do that kind of snoring, they are not asleep. When taatayya
snores without sleeping, mother and others pour tulasi\fn{A note reads: Sacred basil. Alternative to Ganga water; a few leaves
or a sprig of sacred basil is dropped into a handful of water which is then put in the mouth of the person about to pass away. Ganga water
is of course the first choice.} water into his mouth. But taatayya cannot swallow the tulasi water. It gets stuck between

his lips. Mother wipes it away tenderly. While he is dying, mother touches taatayya. Then father puts his mouth to
his ear and chants, “Narayana, Narayana,” and performs his japam\fn{Chanting of Names [of God].}
Everyone asked father to find out what taatayya had to say. Father does not like to ask. But then when
everyone asks him he asks. Father calls taatayya “father.” What will you tell us? father asks. When father talks
thus, he seems to be someone else. Taatayya does not answer father. Goes on snoring. Even when taatayya died
his eyes were open. But like the blind beggar he did not look at anyone. I am scared of the blind beggar. When
father told me about him, I felt sorry for him. He does not have a home. Does not have any fields. After hearing
this I felt sorry for him. God will feel sorry for taatayya. Because when he died he looked like the blind beggar.
After his death taatayya did not have a house or home. Taatayya was taken away somewhere. He does not have
fields either. Now taatayya will not quarrel with the peasants.
Though taatayya quarreled with them, the peasants are not sore with him. They are sudra folk. A peasant came
and cried on taatayya’s death. When men-folk cry it scares you. Father did not cry. When you see he does not
smile you know he is sad. Taatayya has been taken by Yama’s men.\fn{ A note reads: The God of Death’s messengers (his
Book-Keeper keeps meticulous accounts) take away the spiritual body of the individual; and death occurs .} We cannot see Yama’s
men. They can be seen by taatayya. The aeroplane\fn{A note reads: A flower bedecked affair God sends to fetch back good
souls to Heaven.} did not come for taatayya. When naayanamma\fn{A note reads: Paternal grandmother.} had died, the
aeroplane arrived.
“An aeroplane has come for me, I am leaving,” she herself had said.
Taatayya did not say that an aeroplane had come for him. He didn’t even say he was going. However pure a
brahmin taatayya may have been, he will still go only to hell, it seems. Mother said this. However good people
may be, they will do a little sin, so they will go to hell.
The world of Yama will be terrible. There Yama’s men will cut dead people with saws. Strike them with maces.
Burn them in fires. Boil them in hot oil. The very sight of Yama’s men finishes off the dead folk. They will cut
with saws those who kill hens. But cutting us is not a sin for them.
All of us, when we grow old, die like taatayya.
2
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Firmness was born first, then Parvatheesam followed, his mother used to say. She said this not just once and
not only to one person, but to a lakh of people and a lakh and a half times.
That he wore his firmness like a title since childhood was well- known. The world casts one in a certain mould
and one expends one’s life energy trying to live up to the image. Perhaps most of the great benefactors and
warriors were made this way. But great poets, intellectuals and others like them were not. For true greatness,
conditioning alone is not enough. The truly brilliant need to have some original spark in them. Then again, some
believe, a little conditioning might be required to make someone seem a great poet or a great intellectual or a great
man. It has, in fact, been known to help.
What we are concerned with now is Parvatheesam’s firmness. Yes. For decades, Parvatheesam’s firmness was
world-famous, or at least it was in the small world in which Parvatheesam lived. Not that he had become such
only because of his mother’s approbation. Both his uncles were famous “obstinate” people. But they did not have
anybody who fondly referred to their obstinacy as firmness.
In all the fifty five years of his life, Parvatheesam had worn his obstinacy like a medal, for everybody to see.
Wherever possible, he got everyone to bow to his way and accept him as a hero. Where he could not, he sustained
a loss but retained his stubbornness and still remained a hero. Or at least he thought so.
How did it matter what other people said? People had different views. Some called him a fool, others called
him wicked, some others variously termed him a demon, a rock, a hard-hearted person. Not just outsiders—even
people who were close to him said such things about him.
When Parvatheesam had a fight with his in-laws and prevented his wife from stepping into their home for
twenty five years, his wife cursed him, deeming him a cruel person, but never aloud.
For Parvatheesam’s two sons, life was a tightrope walk because of him. They cursed him in every possible way
for this and deserted him as soon as they grew wings.
Had Parvatheesam been rich, his firmness would have been acceptable. Would perhaps even have blossomed.
But even in the days when tamarind was sold at its lowest price, Parvatheesam was just a stone’s throw away from
poverty.
He studied up to the final year of school and was awarded first rank in the whole district in typing and shorthand. The same year he married a ten-year-old girl, and with the dowry given by his parents-in-law, started a
typewriting institute. While running the institute he passed other higher exams in typing and gained renown as an
extraordinary typing talent.
“Perseverance is none other than Parvatheesam,” many people said, expressing admiration.
A big company in the city advertised for a stenographer.
“You will easily get the job," his ego was sufficiently boosted by others. He sent in an application, attended the
interview, took the white man’s dictation, typed it flawlessly and instantly got the job. Within a month, he was
back home, resigning from his position after having quarreled with his boss.
The same people who had urged him to apply for the job now called him a fool.
A person who doggedly stands for a principle, a person who does no good to anyone by adhering to that principle, ends up harming those around him. But Parvatheesam didn’t care. When firmness is confined to an
individual, in no way does it improve the world.
Parvatheesam’s convictions had never given even an iota of happiness to anyone close to him. But, he had
created difficulties and mental torture in great measure. In fact, it was inevitable that people around Parvatheesam
had problems with his idea of “self-fulfillment.” His rock-like firmness could only be tested against the sea of
disturbance surrounding him.
Parvatheesam’s wife had deserted him and had gone away to another world. His sons had gone much earlier to
other places, within Andhra Pradesh. Parvatheesam had no idea how they lived and what their wives and children
were like. He had only heard that they were earning a lot and doing well. They had never sent him a single paisa.
Nor had Parvatheesam, whose only ornament was his determination, ever asked them for any.
*
Even in such a person, there is scope for human weakness. Parvatheesam’s weakness revolved around his
daughter. He had transferred to his daughter all his childhood affection for his mother. He had even named her
Vardhani after his mother. It would be an exaggeration to say that Parvatheesam spoilt his daughter with too much
affection. Parvatheesam could never have it in him to be so indulgent. But he believed that his daughter did not
hate him like his sons, and that she respected his determination. On her part, Vardhani had never spoken or done
anything to destroy this belief.
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Vardhani had studied up to the final year in school, when Parvatheesam began to think of getting her married.
He broached the subject to all those he knew. When they said a girl’s marriage required a dowry, he was outraged.
It was not as if he was unaware of the dowry system. It was just that he felt disgraced that people had the temerity
to suggest that he, Parvatheesam, should give a dowry.
“There are so many people who marry girls without taking any dowry,” stormed Parvatheesam.
“Where are they? Why don’t you help us find them?” said his well-wishers.
Actually, Parvatheesam didn’t have the resources to give a dowry. He could manage the marriage expenses
only if they were kept to a minimum. He couldn’t afford anything beyond that. But he first convinced himself that
he would never get a husband for his daughter by paying a dowry, even if he had a lakh of rupees, and then
behaved as if he was doing it on principle.
Interestingly, Vardhani did get some proposals from boys who did not ask for a dowry. But the proposals—an
old widower who was married only once before, a not-so-old widower who was married twice before, another
who wanted to stay with his wife in his father-in-law’s house and who would be content with two meals a day—
seemed to mock Parvatheesam’s principle of not giving a dowry.
“Chee, chee! Very bad. Far better for my daughter to stay unmarried than accept any of these,” Parvatheesam
said.
Vardhani too said the same thing. Parvatheesam was not surprised. He would have been shocked had she said:
“Get me married to anyone.” Instead, Vardhani said:
“Nanna, why are you so worried about my marriage? If you can, help me continue my studies.”
“Well said, my dear. Otherwise, what’s all this for?”
And so saying, Parvatheesam got her admitted to college.
Vardhani passed her BA. Then she trained as a teacher, got a government job and started looking after her
father.
*
Parvatheesam spent a year peacefully in this manner. Then an enemy in a friend’s guise planted a poisonous
seed in his mind. Not that Parvatheesam had no enemies. Every principled person acquires enemies without his
knowledge. Other people might not have experienced the same degree of torture his wife and children had had to
undergo because of his firmness, but there were certainly many who had been humiliated by it. After all, what did
you require to humiliate another person? You would feel very belittled if another person said that the film or book
you considered good was rubbish. If a piece of advice given by one—with a lot of affection—was ignored, one
would feel very hurt. Parvatheesam had upset a lot of people in this manner. But they did not express their anger
openly. They hid their resentment in a corner of their minds and continued with their outward display of
friendship. One such friend came specifically to see Parvatheesam and said:
“It’s nothing much really, but all your self-respect has come to nothing. It’s like a man living a full life, but
dying in the backyard. I’m extremely sorry that God has bestowed this sorrow on you in your old age, among
other worries …” And so saying he got up to leave. Parvatheesam felt as if he had suffered a stroke.
“Wait … Stop! What did you say?” he asked.
“Why do you make me say it?” said the gentleman, vanishing like the fellow who, having lit a match and
setting the house afire, vanishes from the scene of the crime.
Parvatheesam grew as angry as Siva himself but kept the poison in his throat and started observing the
movements of his daughter closely. He was not able to find any proof immediately. Why do I need any proof?
Madhavayya must have told the truth. How could he have the guts to invent something like that and tell me a lie?
reflected the arrogant Parvatheesam.
Vardhani’s salary was two hundred rupees. She didn’t seem to be spending more than that. People were so
nasty that even when a woman earned a few rupees by working hard they treated her like a woman selling her
body: But the very day he comforted himself thus, Vardhani came home late. Parvatheesam heard a car stop in
front of the house and then drive away.
“It’s very late. Someone seems to have dropped you here in a car,” Parvatheesam said to his daughter. He had
never concealed his feelings. That was something a person with no self-confidence would do. His voice boomed
like a prosecutor questioning the accused in the box.
“I went to a party straight from school. I was delayed there. The person who dropped me is Mr. Ramam, the
overseer,” replied Vardhani, ready to go about her business.
“Wait! How do you know this overseer? What’s the connection between him and the party you attended?”
“Why do you bother about all those details?” said Vardhani, irritably.
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And Parvatheesam lost control.
“Why, shouldn’t I worry? As it is, it’s rumored that I’ve no choice but to depend on you even for food and that
I’m eating food provided by a prostitute. Not just a rumor—they’re saying it to my face! I never questioned you
because I trusted you!”
“I’m not living by selling my body. You can rest assured,” said Vardhani. But her tone was not soft.
“Anyway, I think you must get married. Otherwise, people will say whatever they feel like.”
“My marriage is not your problem now, as it was before. It’s mine.”
“How will the problem be solved if you go around in some wretched overseer’s car?”
“Why are you worried about that? This overseer is my well-wisher. If he hadn’t intervened, I would’ve lost my
job.”
“Why do you have to work for a job as precarious as a nose which will fall off at a sneeze? I resigned and
came back when I wasn’t given proper respect in a white man’s company. What’s the point of living a life with no
self-respect?”
“The question of self-respect doesn’t arise here. Mr. Ramam is a good friend of mine.”
“Is that so! How far has your friendship gone?”
Vardhani, a true daughter of her father, said furiously:
“Why do you need all these details? Are you my mamagaru or my attagaru?”
“So you don’t even know who I am after all these years? If you knew, you wouldn’t have talked in such a nasty
manner.”
To make his daughter realize how genuine his anger was, Parvatheesam didn’t eat at home that day. Vardhani
tried to ask him to come and eat but was told:
“I don’t want a prostitute’s food.”
“Maybe, hotel food is all right? You have the money!” the daughter snapped. She who had tolerated her father
for so long, now lost patience completely.
The father stared at his daughter like Siva opening his third eye.
Vardhani was not consumed in those flames.
*
The next day, Parvatheesam felt weak, not having eaten anything that day either. For some reason, he was
reminded of his journey to Madras Some forty years ago. That was a good job. They had given him eighty rupees
even in those days. He would have still had the job. How many increments would he have got! He wouldn’t have
been in a situation where he had to depend on his daughter’s generosity. A white man’s company. He would have
looked right in the white man’s eyes. These days, it seemed, the bosses treated their subordinates like dogs. They
said that the stenographer appointed after him had even gone abroad with the white boss. Maybe he had!
There must have been some connection between this train of thought all day long and his boarding the Madras
Mail. He didn’t even buy a ticket. He didn’t have a paisa in his pocket to do so. He emptied whatever change he
had on the table and set off
Nobody asked him for a ticket on the train which looked like a battlefield strewn with corpses. People slept in
all sorts of positions Parvatheesam found no room to sit. He sat in a damp place leaning against a pile of trunks.
He too wanted to sleep endlessly, never to get up. His life had completely changed. Vardhani and her house
seemed to belong to another life. Parvatheesam’s mind was unwilling to dwell upon them. He had to sleep first.
He felt overpowered by something like drowsiness.
*
Dr. (Miss) Snehalatharao looked out of the train coming to a stop, and as soon as she saw Prabhakar, who had
come to the station to meet her waved to him with a smile.
Prabhakar elbowed his way through the crowd, got into the compartment, held both her hands in his and said:
“You look likea fresh flower. Good morning. No, beautiful morning.”
“Have you brought the car?”
“Did you think I walked down?”
“Call the porter. I’ve only these two pieces of luggage.”
Lifting the suitcase and bedding onto the porter’s head, the two of them walked along. A crowd had gathered
by the bogey next to the engine.
“Poor fellow! … Is he alive? … None of his people are with him.. He’s alone …” Words such as these were
heard in English, Tamil, and Telugu. If the doctor had not seen Parvatheesam being taken out of the train like a
corpse, she wouldn’t have stopped. But having seen him, the doctor in her sprung to the surface.
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“I’m a doctor, let me see him,” she said, pushing her way through the crowd. When she reached Parvatheesam,
she felt his pulse, examined his breathing and opened his eyelids. Prabhakar asked:
“Is he drugged?”
“No. He’s weak from not having eaten anything. We’ll take him to the clinic if you don’t mind,” she said.
“Oh, no. Not at all,” said Prabhakar.
*
That’s how Parvatheesam became Dr. (Miss) Snehalatharao’s patient. It didn’t take more than an hour for him
to recover. Seeing the doctor’s face as soon as he opened his eyes, he thought she was a goddess and, for a
moment, was under the illusion that he had reached heaven.
“How are you now?” she asked in English.
“I’m all right … Who are you?”
“I’m a doctor. How many days is it since you ate?”
“How many days … what … what day is it today … by the way … I got into a train … what place is this …”
Parvatheesam was confused.
“You collapsed in the train from exhaustion. You reached Madras in the same condition. You are in my clinic
now. You don’t seem to be a poor man. Why did you have to go without food?” Parvatheesam made a face and
said:
“It’s a long story, Amma. Don’t remind me of it now.”
“You’re not sick. You can have a full meal this afternoon if you want. Don’t worry. But where were you going?
You didn’t have any money or a ticket. Someone must have picked your pocket. You were not in a position to
understand what was happening,” said the doctor.
“It must have happened like that. I was coming to this city. Circumstances have forced me to look for a job at a
time when I should be retiring.”
“If you have anybody in Madras, tell me. I’ll send you there,” said the doctor after thinking for a long time.
“I don’t have anyone in Madras. Can you get me a small job? Don’t think I’m placing my burden on you. One
feels like asking a second favor from one who has already helped once,” said Parvatheesam.
“Rest for a while. I’ll come back and speak to you at leisure,” said the doctor before leaving to attend to other
patients.
She came back after quite a while and said:
“I’ve spoken to someone. You’ll hear from them by evening. For the present, you can come home with me.
Let’s go.”
Parvatheesam stood up and walking normally, came out to the street and got into a taxi with her. After going
for about a mile and a half the taxi stopped in front of a house.
So this was where the doctor lived. A very ordinary place. The small signboard on the gate read: “Doctor
(Miss) Snehalatharao, MBBS. Parvatheesam gathered that her mother and brother lived with her. They were
Telugus.
There were five or six chairs on the verandah. The doctor pointed to an easy chair and asked Parvatheesam to
relax in it. For a long time no one spoke to him. But he could hear all the conversation. He realized it was a warm
and affectionate household.
It must have been the doctor’s brother who came out after some time to ask, as though he had known him for a
long time:
“Would you like a bath, Saar? I’ll show you the bathroom … there’s the towel … the soap. Take off these
clothes, I’ll give you a fresh shirt and a dhoti.”
Parvatheesam had a bath but put on his own clothes. With the bath, he got back three fourths of his energy.
Then he sat at the table, and ate with the doctor and her brother. Her mother served. The food was low on salt and
chillies but tasted like nectar to Parvatheesam.
After the meal, the doctor had a cot put out on the verandah and asked him to rest. But Parvatheesam’s mind
didn’t relax. Even as it remained restless, his body took a nap. At four in the evening Prabhakar came to the
doctor’s house in a car. Looking at Parvatheesam he smiled:
“How are you now?”
Surprised at this question from Prabhakar, whom he was seeing for the first time, Parvatheesam said, “What is
it? I’m quite all right,” as though he had been caught doing something wrong.
With a broader smile Prabhakar said, in English:
“This morning you weren’t really well.”
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Parvatheesam wondered who had given this stranger the authority to speak so freely to him. His arrogance
raised its hood for an instant, then subsided. There couldn’t be anyone more helpless than he at that moment.
These were good people. At least they were talking to him. At least they were taking an interest in him.
On the way Prabhakar told Parvatheesam:
“I heard you need a job. If you don’t mind, you can take care of my personal accounts. I’ll give you a room in
my house. Nobody will disturb you.”
Parvatheesam knew he should say thanks, but couldn’t bring himself to.
“If you like. In my present condition, that is more than I can expect,” he said.
*
After dropping the doctor at her clinic, Prabhakar took Parvatheesam home. His was a big house with a huge
compound. It seemed he had a gardener. Different kinds of flowering plants could be seen everywhere. Parvatheesam thought that whatever Prabhakar might or might not be, he certainly was a very rich man.
“My house is a small roadside bungalow. My gardener, cook and a cleaner boy stay here on a permanent basis.
I have shares in business houses ranging from cars to cement. If the Communists ever come to power, people of
my kind will be hanged first. Don’t think I'm doing you a great favor. I’ll do anything the doctor asks me to. You
can use the room next to the staircase. I’ll give you a hundred rupees a month. I’ll give you your salary in advance
if you ever need it. I won’t object to your resigning any time. I don’t mind you continuing as long as you like.
“This room is specially meant for guests. There’s a bed and an attached bath. If you want any special facilities,
tell me and I’ll provide them,” Prabhakar told Parvatheesam, as he handed him ten ten rupee notes.
While Prabhakar spoke, Parvatheesam felt as though scorpions and centipedes were crawling over his body.
How could Parvatheesam, tenacity personified, accept money from someone and take on a job that involved
practically no work? A suggestion of this kind from anyone, even two days earlier, would have made him furious.
But there was no ferocity left in him. This was all his own mistake. The fury that had engulfed him when he had
left his daughter’s house was the very last. He could be ferocious no more. As one waged a war to stop all further
wars, he had been furious for the last time. Where could he go if he declined Prabhakar’s offer of a place to stay?
Or his offer of money? He could only commit suicide. And that thought was nowhere in Parvatheesam’s mind!
So he extended his hand mechanically, took the money, and decided to enter the room Prabhakar had shown
him. The gardener came, opened the door and handed him the key.
Parvatheesam relaxed for a while in a chair. Several thoughts kept haunting him but none of consequence. He
stepped out, closed the door, locked it, put the key in his pocket and went out to buy clothes for himself
After coming out of the room, he even toyed with the idea of running away with the money. But that didn’t go
with his philosophy. That he still had a philosophy of his own baffied him. He roamed the roads for an hour, and
finding a khadi shop, went in and bought two khadi dhotis and two khadi jubbas. Coming upon a hotel close by,
he went in, had his food and came home in a leisurely manner.
Though Parvatheesam lay down, he was unable to sleep. He felt drowsy for some time, but that feeling too
disappeared quickly with the sound of the car horn and the reflection of its lights on the windowpanes.
Two or three people came walking towards the staircase. From their voices, he guessed that one was the doctor
and the other Prabhakar. The third person’s voice was inaudible. They went up the stairs. From the sound of their
footsteps it seemed each was obstructing the other’s movement.
This unmarried doctor, who had saved his life, was not leading a very moral life. She came to another man’s
house at ten o’clock in the night. And didn’t leave till twelve. The manner in which the doctor laughed as they
climbed down the steps and the way Prabhakar shouted Stop, et cetera, made Parvatheesam wonder whether they
were drunk. It was the hospitality of such a man that he was enjoying.
Yes. But this doctor was not insulting him. Her behavior did not concern him. Why was it so? Because he was
not an individual in her society. Because he had no place of his own. Because he had no self-respect either. He had
no power whatsoever over her behavior. He had thought he wielded some power over his daughter but per-haps
there too he had no authority! If he told the doctor the next morning that he was leaving, how hurt she would be!
Similarly, Vardhani too must have felt hurt when he came away. If she was hurt a little more than that, it was a
testimony to her goodness, and not to his authority over her.
When he heard the car start, he was suddenly afraid that in his drunken state Prabhakar might have an accident.
What if the doctor was hurt! Just imagining the doctor meeting with an accident troubled him. His anxiety did not
ebb till he heard the car return. Then he tried to think of the doctor’s life as he slid into sleep, but slipped into deep
slumber.
*
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The next day Parvatheesam finished all his morning chores by seven and was waiting to see Prabhakar. It was
past nine when Prabhakar got dressed and came down.
“You seem ready to go out somewhere?” said Prabhakar, looking at the khadi clothes Parvatheesam was
wearing.
“I’d like to see the doctor. Could you please drop me off at her clinic?” asked Parvatheesam.
“By all means. Please come.”
Prabhakar did not come into the clinic. He had been ordered not to enter it, except as a patient. Parvatheesam
did not know this. Seeing Parvatheesam, the doctor smiled and asked:
“How are you? Hope you’re feeling perfectly well?”
“I’m all right … If you have ten minutes to spare, I’d like to speak to you about something personal,” said
Parvatheesam.
“Tell me. I’m not busy right now. I’ve just finished my round and seen all my patients.”
Parvatheesam told her his entire story in brie£ He told her about his daughter.
“You can say that I haven’t understood life or that I’m pig-headed. I am caught in a mire and don’t know what
to do. What’s your advice? I’m not one who would like to live on your charity. My mental makeup is not like
that,” he said, finishing his story.
“Go back to your daughter. Let her live as she pleases. You are not able to imagine a life for a woman beyond
her being a housewife or a mother. You can’t change her life even by a hair’s breadth. Why do you interfere with
it?” said the doctor.
“But shouldn’t human beings have some control? What if everybody does the same things that a particular
person does? Isn’t there some criterion to judge people’s behavior?” demanded Parvatheesam.
“Who says so?” the doctor asked. “I don’t know what it would be like if everybody became a doctor. Perhaps
your daughter never thought what it would be like if everybody was a teacher. It’s the same kind of loss for
society whether a man like Prabhakar remains unmarried or a women like your daughter and I do. It seems, once
upon a time in primitive societies, everyone observed the same principles. It’s ridiculous if we live with the same
attitudes even today. Right conduct entails doing as much good and as little harm to another human being as one
can. Don’t believe in false moral principles.”
*
When Parvatheesam set off on his return journey by the Janata Express, there was no trace of any poison
whatsoever in his throat.
69.16 Fossil\fn{by Subodh Ghosh (1909-1980)} Hazaribagh, Hazaribagh District, Jharkhand State, India (M) 6
Anjangarh is a native state, exactly 68½ square miles in area. Even then it’s a native state—a cub, after all, is
ever a tiger. It has its ruler, its army and army officer; the record office and the nazarat are all there. The ruler has
more than twenty titles. He is the master of the three worlds, the savior of mankind, the protector of religion, and
the annihilator of the enemy. Four generations ago the rulers of this state impaled the guilty in accordance with
the dictates of the scriptures. This, however, is not possible now. Instead, the guilty these days are merely stripped
naked and a swarm of bees set on them.
Although the ancient fort has lost much of its old beauty, its stone structure remains unimpaired to this day.
There stand at the gate two rusted cannons like decayed skeletons of wild elephants. Totally undisturbed, the
pigeons lay their eggs in the pipes; the weary dogs drowse in their shade. There is a pompous display of turbans
and swords in the office rooms, and that of copper and iron shields on the walls, like cow-dung cakes.
There is the secretary, and the record-keeper too. One can find in the office a queer mixture of the kshatriya
(sandal-paste) mark on the forehead and the Moghul badge and seal. It would appear that the Maharaja pleases his
subjects with the help of the combined genius of the civil servants of two classes belonging to two different
periods. Disgusted with this strange, unprecedented rule, half of the subjects have left for Mauritius to work as
coolies in sugar factories.
Sixty eight and one half square miles of Anjangarh—open dry soil filled with gravel and bare hills, the land
covered with neem and cactus. The Kurmis and Bhils fetch water in buffalo-skin bags from a spring hidden
behind the hills some four miles away. They water the land and grow maize and oat.
Every year a clash takes place between the revenue department of the State and the Bbil and Kurmi subjects.
The farmers refuse to contribute to the royal store-house. But they are made to give half of what they produce.
The Maharaja has a well-knit polo team. The royal stable resounds with the neighings of more than one hundred
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of the well-bred water ponies. The Maharaja has immense respect for these divine creatures, the natives of
Sydney. How can they be given husk or bran for food? And so by all means maize and barley have to be procured.
The revenue officer is compelled to send for the sepoy. The indiscriminate use of the Rajput hero’s spear and
stick causes the spark of kshatriya power to spatter. All protests, all revolts are subdued in the matter of an hour.
The enormous rustic patience of the defeated Bhils also breaks down. They leave the State in groups to join
straightaway some scavenger-recruiter’s camp. Along with the other members of the family one sets out for New
Delhi, another for Calcutta, and someone for Shillong. The Bhils never come back.
It is only the Kurmi subjects that refuse to move. They have been living in this state for the last seven
generations. There are strips of land of varying sizes made cool by the shade of neem trees and bushes of
medicinal plants here and there, the sweet smell as of some elixir emitting from the soil. Some invisible force
binds them to this soil. Shameless, they till the land, rise in revolt and get beaten up—in the cycle of these three
states their days and nights whirl like the cycle of seasons. There can be no change in this order.
But piety and compassion have not altogether been forsaken by Anjangarh. Every Sunday more than a
thousand distressed persons bathe on the spacious platform in front of the fort. Flattened rice and molasses are
distributed from the durbar. On the last day of every month the Maharaja goes out in a procession to bless his
subjects, himself riding a beautifully painted elephant. On his birthday Ramleela songs are presented on the
courtyard of the fort to which function the subjects are invited. But as it so often happens in case of too much of
the kshatriya element in everything, cudgels are freely used. The crowd of people and their cheers invariably
entail the wielding of sticks, and this would result in a few of the unfortunate sustaining head injuries. Flattened
rice, blessings and Ramleela—all these are distributed along with the stick; the subjects are used to such
gratifications.
The rigor of the rule of the stick was good for the administration of the State and for the collection of revenue
and all arrears, but this was not enough to maintain the dignity of the seat of power. And there were the donation
for the royalty and the expenditure on polo! No wonder, it became necessary to fall back upon the pile of gold and
silver preserved in the old chests of the palace. And the contents start draining away.
At this troubled moment in the destiny of Anjangarh an adviser on English Law comes to work as the Law
Agent of the Durbar. His name is Mukherjee. Whether in the polo matches or in the affairs of the State
Mukherjee’s bold spirits make him the chief aide of the Maharaja in no time. Gradually he becomes the de facto
Principal Secretary, the latter being there only to put his signature along the dotted lines.
This Mukherjee is an idealist. The dream of democracy he read about in his childhood books of history intertwines his thoughts to this day. Though young, he is extremely cool-headed. He is convinced that a man of
courage is never defeated, a noble person knows no peril.
Mukherjee makes use of every bit of his genius in his mission of making the state prosperous. Everyone,
young and old, in Anjangarh comes to know their Agent a man as rigid as compassionate. The subjects are afraid
of him though they have great respect for him too. The wielding of sticks is put to an end by his order. There is
commotion in every office as hair-splitting auditing of accounts takes place. There is a fresh survey in the state; a
census is made again. Even the two rusted cannon assume a glow with a coat of paint.
It is the Law Agent Mukherjee who one day discovers the hidden treasure of Anjangarh. With the help of
geologists requisitioned from Calcutta and through survey he comes to know one day of the rich underground
reserves of mica and asbestos in every layer of granite. The gritty land is leased out to merchants sent from
Calcutta. Anjangarh gets back its lost beauty.
At present there is the huge palace in Gwalior style on one side of the fort. It is a brilliant combination of
marble, mosaic, concrete and Venetian blinds. In the state garage can be seen expensive German limousines,
sedans and tourers The stables are full of the newly recruited Irish ponies. The huge electric power house
proclaims by its sound the new consciousness and life-span of Anjangarh.
Indeed, Anjangarh is experiencing a fresh wave of life. The merchants have set up the Mining Syndicate. Wide
roads, dwelling-houses for coolies, pump-driven wells, clubs, bungalows, flower gardens and Gymkhana
gradually come up in the mines area. The Kurmi coolies have settled down in groups in huts. They get their wages
in cash, sacrifice fowl, drink country liquor and make the whole area resound every evening with the beating of
drums.
The Maharaja is now planning to have two new polo grounds. The palace garden has also to be extended by
adding another twenty-two bighas of land. It would be nice to have a salaried Italian bandmaster for the orchestra.
Spreading the map of Anjangarh before him on the table, Mukherjee is lost in the thoughts of his scheme of
irrigation. There would be ten canals running parallel from north to south. These would have at intervals of some
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distance big dams of strong arched foundation. The downward movement of the water of the river Anjana has to
be skillfully directed along the stony land of Anjangarh—very much like the veins that carry blood. Every Kurmi
subject shall have to be allotted one bigha of land per head without any fee; no rent would be charged on it for
five years. Apart from the robi crop,/fn{Spring harvest} there would be the early paddy and the winter one. These
three crops a year must be grown. The whole of the northern plot would. be a nursery growing potato and tobacco;
the southern of sugarcane, barley and wheat. And then—
Then in course of time a bank, a tannery and a paper mill. The royal treasury has already overcome its earlier
lean spell. This indeed is the auspicious moment. Like an artist creating lovely patterns with strokes of his brush,
he would beautify Anjangarh with one estimate after another. He would prove that running a state is no wielding
of sticks; it is an art.
Regarding the establishment of a school, the Maharaja’s stand is absolutely clear—it can never be permitted.
Mukherjee prepares to leave the place: he would try to persuade and coax Maharaja to change his mind.
“Have a look.”
The Maharaja twitches his beard and hands over two papers to Mukherjee. The first is a letter which runs thus:
To the most powerful Durbar and the Supreme Lord of it: you are father to your subjects. You provide the food that
sustains us. We pray that for the maize or the like we grow this year, let not the tax-collector extort or torture us. We
shall pay the tax in cash. We shall pay whatever be your honor’s due and get the receipt for it. This is a prayer from
your most obedient servant, Dulal Mahto on behalf of the Kurmi community.

The second ran like this:
The Maharaja’s men have taken away four of the Kurmi coolies by entering our mine and beaten up their wives with
lathis. We consider it to be an infringement on our rights and demand that a favourable solution be soon found by your
Honor.
Yours, etc.
Gibson,
Chairman of the Syndicate.

Maharaja says:
“Now, Mukherjee, you can see the audacity of these rascals.” Mukherjee replies:
“Yes, I can.” Banging a loud blow on the table His Highness bursts out:
“Place before me the chopped skulls of those scoundrels. Let me sit here and look at these for two days and
two nights.” Mukherjee pacifies the Maharaja:
“Sir, you need not bother. Let me first make a secret enquiry as to what the matter is.”
The aged Dulal Mahto has returned to Anjangarh from Mauritius after a long time. He has brought with him
seven rupees in cash, and lungful of asthma in the hope of enjoying the rest of his life. With his arrival a sort of
commotion has become evident in the life of the Kurmis; a new chapter has opened.
The Kurmis have learnt from Dulal what cash payment of wages is. Carry a ten-seer heavy luggage of the
passenger inside a train compartment at Paizabad station and get an anna in cash! Dulal has advised them:
“Brothers, this old man has been betrayed after reposing trust as many times as there are gray hairs on his
head. No more of faith in anybody. Everything in cash. Take with one hand and do your salaam with the other.”
Dulal continues to have dialogue with the Sahibs of the Syndicate. The rate of wages of the coolies, weekly
payment, holidays, allowance and provisions for medicines—all these issues have been raised by him on behalf of
the Kurmis. He has extracted a firm assurance from them. The Syndicate also treats Dulal with a feeling of regard:
“Come forward, Dulal. If you so desire, we could bring up twenty dozen huts. All your Kurmis would be taken
in.” Dulal says:
“Well, that can be done later. But right now some orders have to be passed so that each coolie gets a free quota
of coal and kerosene.”
The Sahibs in the Syndicate promise to meet this demand. At Dulal’s bidding all the Kurmis of the state gather
in the neem jungle on a particular day. Taking the turban off his gray-haired head and holding it in the hand, Dulal
announces:
“Our organization comes into existence today. Now you have to decide what’s to be done. You must find out
who is our friend and who is our foe. It’s no use being frightened any more. Whoever comes to deny us our food
and self-respect would by no means be forgiven.” Like a hoarse conch-shell the inactive vocal chord of Dulal lets
out in excitement the trembling sound:
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“Brothers, from this day the life of this Mahto is dedicated to the cause of the community and the life of the
community to—”
Raising thousands of their lathis the Kurmis shout in one voice:
“The cause of Mahto.” They even unfurl a flag to the accompaniment of drums. The crowd then returns home.
Secretly though all this takes place. Mukherjee comes to know every bit of it. He realizes that there is thunder
in such clouds. Something has to be done quickly till there is time. But the Maharaja must not have the slightest
inkling. It would then be difficult to keep in check these lords of men blind in feudal vanity and steeped in
prestige complex. May be there would be bloodshed for nothing. It is better to face the challenge by himself in a
decent manner.
The peons come to inform the Maharaja that the Kurmis have not turned up for gratis work in the palace
garden and the polo lawn. They say that it is a sin to work without remuneration; it would be ominous for the state
itself. Mukherjee is summoned. Dulal Mahto is also sent for. He comes, and bowing, stands with folded hands.
Meek as a Iamb, Dulal seems to be trembling.
“So you’re doing all this mischief,” says Maharaja.
“I am the dust of your shoes, huzoor.”
“Keep quiet.”
“Yes, my lord.”
“Shut up,” thunders the Maharaja.
Dulal becomes still like a wooden doll. Maharaja tells him:
“You must snap all contacts with the English merchants. No Kurmi shall work in a mine without my
permission.”
“Yes, my Lord, I shall tell my people about your order.”
“Go away.”
Dulal bows and departs. Now it is Mukherjee’s turn to receive orders:
“Issue a notice to the Syndicate that none of my Kurmi subjects should be taken in as coolie without my
recommendation.”
Replies come soon from appropriate places one by one. A letter signed by Dulal Mahto says:
“Since we are paid for the work and would starve if we aren’t, we are compelled to obey the mine-owners. We
hope your honor will not object to this. Our new temple would be ready next month. We pray for the sanction of
one thousand rupees from your Majesty’s treasury. May it please your honor to grant us permission to use without
tickets dry leaves, grass and wood from the forest next winter.”
The Syndicate also sends a reply to the notice:
“We are prepared to enter into a deal with the Maharaja on any fresh terms. But not at this moment. We may
have it on the completion of the present agreement, that is, after ninety-nine years.”
“Well, Mukherjee, how do you feel? Looks as if I shall have to send for the Fouzdar. I may have to ask him to
give up dreaming of irrigation and to think of my own prestige.”
The Maharaja utters these words slowly but from the look on his face it is clear that the thought of a
vengeance, coiled within the recesses of his heart, is hissing and fretting like a multi-hooded snake. In all humility
Mukherjee tells him:
“Don’t feel dejected, Sir. Please give me some time; I am trying to sort things out.”
Mukherjee knows the people who are instigating Dulal to take recourse to such daring acts. The mischievous
instigation of the Syndicate is certainly there behind this enthusiasm of the Kurmis. Unless this sinister
connivance is put an end to, the state would continue to be afflicted by misfortune and turmoil. But what’s to be
done!
Mukherjee stops near the cottage of Dulal Mahto. Dulal comes out hastily and offers Mukherjee a seat. He
places his turban at the feet of Mukherjee and sits on the floor. Mukherjee explains everything to him. It seems as
if there is a touch of sentimentality in Mukherjee’s voice:
“What are you doing Mahto? You people are the children of the Durbar. Sometimes the son is at fault, at other
times it may be the father. That doesn’t mean that an outsider should be hired to bring disgrace to one’s house.
The Syndicate is providing good food today but it would not even look at you the moment its purpose is served. It
is this Durbar that would come to your rescue then.” Placing his hands on Mukherjee’s feet Dulal says:
“I promise to give you word, my Lord Agent. The Maharaja is like father to us; we’re prepared to sacrifice our
life for him. But we pray that our petition be soon granted.”
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Without waiting for the second question or reply Mukherjee steps out of Dulal’s cottage. He feels that
symptoms of the disease having long been there, it is now delirium that is evident. Today Mukherjee is compelled
to forget about his bath and lunch and change of dress. He drives straight to the office of the Syndicate.
“Well, Mr. Gibson, may I request you not to interfere in the master-servant relationship. You get from the
Durbar all the help you seek for your trade.” Gibson says:
“Mr. Mukherjee, we aren’t money-makers and we have a mission. We have always fought for the underdogs. If
necessary, we shall continue our struggle.”
“You have made coolies of all the Kurmi subjects by offering them temptations. How then do you think the
agriculture of the state would survive?”
In a huff Mukherjee lets out the real cause of his distress. Gibson replies in a mocking tone:
“Agriculture may not survive but wealth is being saved. Can you deny this?”
“Better think of co-operation, Mr. Gibson, and put aside all arguments. Only get the approval of His Honor
when you recruit coolies. The Maharaja would be happy and you too would profit by it in other respects.”
“Sorry, Mr. Mukherjee.”
Mr. Gibson gives a wry smile and lights a cigar. Mr. Mukherjee’s ears turn red in sheer anger. He pushes the
chair with a bang and stands up. He leaves the office the next moment.
McKena comes and enquires, “What’s the matter, Gibson?” Gibson replies:
“I’ve told Mukherjee to his face, that monkey of an administrator. I didn’t accept any of his terms.”
“You’ve done the right thing. Have you heard of that irrigation scheme of his? We must nullify the scheme till
there’s time, or we’ll face a big shortage of labor. Now that the venture is expanding, we’ve to be very cautious.”
“Don't worry. That pet cat Mahto is in our grip. We shall frustrate all designs of the State through him.” The
two exchange smiles and McKena says:
“Mahto has been waiting, Go, call him and get that job done.”
Mahto has been sitting near the rear door of the Syndicate office. Gibson takes him to a lonely room in the
office and tells him:
“You see, the application is ready and everything is written here. Sign the paper. I’ll send it to Delhi today.”
Mahto puts his signature. McKena pats him on the back, bids goodbye and assures:
“Don’t worry Mahto, We’re with you. If they throw you out, our huts would always remain open for you.”
Lost in thought. Mukherjee sits in his office for long hours. He does not feel like writing anything. He has no
words to give any assurance to the Maharaja. Perhaps it would not be possible for him to pilot another’s car any
more. Now is the time to hand over the reins to the master himself. But wisdom must have deserted all the people.
It seems as if all are foolishly lost in imagining their own self-destruction. Or possibly he himself is in the wrong.
The Maharaja sends for him in his special chamber. The Principal Secretary and Fouzdar are with him,
dejection writ large on their faces. The Maharaja walks up and down restlessly and moves round and round the
coach. He bursts forth in anger as Mukherjee enters:
“Now, I spit on the throne and quit. Come, take my place and run the state.”
A puzzled Mukherjee looks at the Principal Secretary. The latter hands over a letter to him. A note from the
Political Agent:
Many complaints regarding the internal affairs of the State have been received. As days pass, new and more serious
complaints are pouring in. Before I interfere, I hope your Honor will soon succeed in making proper arrangements.

Fouzdar frowns and says: “Mr. Agent, it is your policy of reconciliation that is responsible for all this.”
Maharaja speaks in the same strain and shouts out:
“Yes indeed, it’s all very true I know everything, Mukherjee. I am not blind.”
“Know everything? What do you say, my Lord?”
“Keep quiet. I do know all. Otherwise how could the merchants have so much courage, those who live by
selling the dust and earth of this State? Who is it that gives them the courage in secret?”
The Maharaja reclines on the couch holding his breath as it were. A peon attends on him to restore normalcy.
The Principal Secretary, Fouzdar and Mukherjee sit speechless looking in different directions; the Maharaja clears
his throat and returns to the same topic:
“Fouzdar, it’s for you now to save my honor.”
The Principal Secretary says, “Be it so, Fouzdar. You set the Kurmis right and I’ll get the Syndicate entangled
in a civil suit. We can surely find out some lacunae in the contract.”
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The Maharaja casts a glance at Mukherjee and turns his face away. But Mukherjee has already noticed that the
eyes of the Maharaja are moist. Tears in the eyes of the lion! Mukherjee, though a mere rabbit, can very well
gauge the remorse hidden behind them. It is indeed true that he had not taken notice of this aspect so far. He has
been in the wrong. He moves forward and calmly makes his final submission to the Maharaja:
“My Lord, I have made a mistake. I beg leave of you now. But if ever you think it fit to call me, I’ll certainly
come.”
The Maharaja softens in no time:
“Oh no, Mukherjee, you shouldn’t say that. Where do you want to go? It’s true, different allegations reach me
but I don’t believe them at all. But the policy must change. We have to be more firm. It’s no longer possible to
swallow the kick of the frog, Mukherjee.”
A feeling of weariness and emptiness like that of the barren cloud of winter seems to have rendered
Mukherjee’s limbs inert. He has stopped going to the office. It's only in the afternoon that he arrives at the polo
lawn in breeches with a servant carrying two dozen mallets for him. He plays the full session at a gallop in a
whirlwind manner. He strikes under-neck hits to the left and the right indiscriminately. Some of the mallets break
with cracking sound and the pieces fly in all directions. The leg flannel of the black waler gets completely soaked
in froth and perspiration. … Mukherjee continues to charge.\fn{ The first portion of this sentence (four or five words) failed
to scan properly:H} The puzzled opponents trot slowly in self-defence. Mukherjee knows no rest even after the round
is over. He goes round and round the entire Polo lawn at great speed, the horse running in canter. Balancing
himself on the stirrup he stands, now and then, with his eyes closed—gulping down speed to his heart’s content,
as it were. As the game ends, the Maharaja complains:
“Oh, Mukherjee, you’ve been much too rough in your game.”
On that day too there was the usual sunset behind the hills of Anjangarh. The Maharaja, dressed for the game,
is about to leave when one of the peons brings the message—the pit of Mine No. 14 has sunk and is still sinking.
Ninety male and female Kurmi coolies have lost their lives. In a strange fit of joy the Maharaja cries out:
“Oh, it’s wonderful news! Where is the Principal Secretary? Anybody here? Call him at this moment. Now is
the time to crush the vanity of the Syndicate.”
“I’m at your service, my Lord”—a peon comes forward. The Maharaja yells:
“I want the Principal Secretary right now—I mean the old Dewan. I’ll see that the vanity of the Syndicate is
put an end to.”
The Principal Secretary comes, in his eyes there is the look of the dead fish. He mumbles:
“Bad news, Sir.”
“What bad news?”
“The Kurmis had been felling the trees without license. The Forest Ranger tried to stop them. But the Kurmis
beat up the Ranger and his guards and chased them away.”
“Then?” The jaws of the Maharaja crackle with a sound.
“And then Fouzdar fired shots. It would have been proper to use shot. But instead he fired bullets from a
Munger gun. Twenty-two have been killed and more than fifty injured. The dead bodies are still lying scattered in
the neem jungle.”
The Maharaja gapes in wonder for a while. The note from the Political Agent flashes before his eyes like the
shining pointed needle of the spear. He inquires:
“Has the news spread?” The Principal Secretary replies:
“At any rate, the Syndicate has come to know of it.”
Mukherjee is sent for by the Maharaja.
“So, this is the situation, Mukherjee. Now show us your Bengali talent. Tell us what can be the way out.”
Pondering a little, Mukherjee says, “Please don’t waste any more time. The first job should be the arrest of
Mahto.”
About fifty armed men rush towards Dulal’s house in the dark. Mukherjee says:
“I’m not feeling well, my Lord. I have nausea. I may be permitted to go.”
The pit of No. 14 has sunk. The merchants are very much upset. The roof of the third seam was not properly
timbered; hence the accident. Along with the booming sound of stone chips and dust from down below comes the
mingled wail. The quartz pillars burst and fly into pieces under pressure. The mouth of the pit has already been
cordoned off with barbed wire.
Coolies from different pits come rushing in groups. The guards stop them midway, saying:
“Nothing has happened. Go back to your work. Nobody is injured, none killed.”
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The merchants stand in a group at some distance and talk in a low tone. Gibson says:
“It is not possible to fill it up with earth; it would crash for another two days. Burn the Attendance Book and
prepare a new one today. Drop at least a hundred names.” McKena says:
“How would that help? Everything has reached the Maharaja’s ears. Apart from that, how are you going to
explain things to that Mahto? The newspapers of the town will gather all the news tomorrow morning and offer
full-page scandal for days together. Then an enquiry committee will arrive on the scene—may be, a Gandhite
rascal will be a member of it. See the state of things?”
No lights are seen in the club room that night. In one of the rooms of the palace hundreds of electric
chandeliers light up at the same time. Mukherjee is sent for again.
It is an unprecedented sight. The Maharaja, the Principal Secretary and Fouzdar here—Gibson, McKena,
Moore and Patterson there. The long mahogany table is crowded with tumblers and decanters. The Maharaja
welcomes Mukherjee smilingly:
“Mahto is under arrest. Mukherjee. It’s lucky you gave the idea at the right moment.” Gibson agrees:
“Oh yes, we’ve been spared lots of clumsy botheration. Surely we’re both lucky.”
Fouzdar whispers to Mukherjee, briefly relating to him the decision arrived at in the meeting and the
immediate course of action. A speechless Mukherjee startles, his face turning pale. He dips his head into the palms
of his hands. Gibson pats him on the back:
“One needs to be strong at such moments, Mukherjee. Don’t be nervous.”
Another crowd of cars and human beings gathers in front of Pit No. 14 in the middle of the dark night. From
inside Fouzdar’s car the guards take out the corpse of Dulal Mahto wrapped in a blanket. More dead bodies arrive
from the neem forest in trucks. The guards consign the corpse one after the other to the gaping mouth of the
hungry mine.
The moist eyes of Mukherjee glisten because of the mild intoxication of champagne and the smoke of cigar.
His mind is preoccupied with another matter as he sits in a languid posture on the bumper of the car and looks at
pit number 14. He is busy thinking of some event of the distant future.
*
Millions of years hence in some museum on this earth, a group of wise, experienced antiquaries cast steadfast
and intensely curious looks at some fossils. These are the petrified remains of their subhuman ancestors, the halfanimals, mentally retarded, suicide-prone creatures. And there are the chisel, hammer and pick-axe—some queer,
crude iron implements. They surmise that perhaps one day in the distant past a group of luckless human beings
was buried in caverns of quartz and granite in course of some natural cataclysm. At present they only discern a
few whitish fossils in which there is no red tinge of human blood as of today.
117.203 Fancy Haircutting Saloon\fn{by Ghulam Abbas (1909-1982)} Amritsar, Amritsar District, Punjab State, India
(M) 5
One day the population exchange between the two countries brought together four barbers in a strange city.
Each had found his way to the same tea shop for a cup of tea. People who share a profession quickly recognize
each other, and so did these barbers whom communal riots had forced out of their home cities. After the usual
exchange of stories of those terrible events, they began to discuss the future: what were they to do now? Each had
a little money and his small satchel of instruments. They finally decided to pool their resources and open a shop in
partnership.
That was soon after the partition of the country. Life in the cities was terrible. People had a hard time getting
anything done. Almost all businesses were in decline. The four barbers had to suffer a lot just to find a shop. For
several days they had to run back and forth between an assortment of government offices, and at each place they
had to repeat their tragic tales to numerous clerks and supervisors, even to peons. Only then did the heart of one
officer soften; he got them a shop allotted on the main square of the city. Previously it had belonged to a barber
from the opposite community who had abandoned it during the riots and run away.
It was not a very big place, but the previous owner had put in much effort to give it a fancy look. The walls
were partly wood-paneled and long slabs of marble attached to them formed five tables—three on one side, two
on the other. Each table had its own mirror and a high chair with a special padded headrest. One could lower the
headrest if the customer was short, and raise it if he was tall; and then, with the customer’s upturned head
comfortably resting on it, one could give him a decent shave.
The shop had everything that the barbers needed, but it was all either slightly damaged or a bit old-fashioned.
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The edges of the marble slabs were chipped; the mirrors, though large enough, were thin and made the faces
reflected in them appear flattened. One mirror even had a hairline crack; it showed two faces for every one, each
incomplete in itself and joining the other at a crazy angle to create ludicrous new faces. If someone sat down
before that mirror, he couldn’t help stretching his neck right and left before giving up in disgust. Additionally, the
shop had no equipment for giving a shampoo.
The barbers didn’t give these matters much thought. The truth was, they had never imagined even in their
wildest dream that they would obtain such a set-up, ready made, and for nothing. They had lived obscure and
humble lives in their home cities. The oldest among them—he was called the Ustad\fn{A note reads: Literally, “the
master” or “teacher;” it is also commonly used in North India to address a barber .}—used to have a few permanent customers
whom he would visit regularly to give shaves. The barber younger to him had made his city’s railway and bus
stations his haunts, where he would seek out anyone remotely hirsute. The remaining two were mere youths, and
used to hire themselves out on daily wages to any regular shop that needed an extra hand. Now, all of a sudden,
fate had given the four barbers their first-ever chance to be independent in a big way. Their happiness was
boundless. They couldn’t wait to build up the business.
The first thing they did was to buy a straw brush and some house-painters’ lime, and whitewash the inside of
the shop. Next they scrubbed clean the floor. Then they went to an auction and bought, at knockdown prices, two
bundles of used clothes from America. In them they found many shirts and pants, which they mended and altered
as needed. They sewed the torn ones, put patches on those that had holes, and gave their scissors a free hand with
those that needed to be trimmed. Soon they had made for themselves some fairly decent-looking outfits. Next they
needed sheets to wrap around the customers’ necks. They tore out the linings from the jackets in the bundle and
sewed them together with some other remnants; now they had at least two sheets to get started. In one of the
bundles they discovered a silk curtain; it was pretty old, but the gold butterflies of its design still had a little of
their original glitter. After washing it carefully, they hung it across the shop door.
The barbers already had their instruments—their scissors and clippers; that was one thing they didn’t have to
worry about. Still, they had to buy a number of other things: plastic cups for the shaving soap; a variety of combs
in different sizes; shaving brushes; a couple of towels; some bottles of highly scented, local hair oil; a jar of cheap
facial cream, and a can of similar talcum powder. Lastly, they bought several oddly-shaped empty foreign cologne
bottles from a rag-man; these they filled with mustard oil, then neatly arranged them on the marble counters.
They didn’t forget to decorate the walls. The previous owner had put up all sorts of old-fashioned religious
pictures; the barbers took them down and replaced them with a few colorful posters of American films that they
had found at another rag-man’s shop. They also hung a couple of prints of Urdu verses and a calendar displaying
the portraits of all the major political leaders of the country.
As they were anxious to get the shop going, the barbers decided to keep their prices low; in fact, they agreed to
charge less than half the going rates. They found someone to write out their prices in bold black letters on a piece
of cardboard, which they hung in a prominent way so any customer could see it the moment he entered the shop.
The previous owner had called the place “Fancy Haircutting Saloon;” the name was still there above the entrance
in large black letters, both English and Urdu. The barbers asked a passing babu sahib what the word “Fancy”
meant, and when he told them they were quite delighted, and decided to keep the name. In any case, getting the
old name erased and a new one painted would have meant substantial extra expenses.
The day the shop was to open for business properly, they gave each other elaborate haircuts and shaves,
making sure to leave long sideburns. Then they scrubbed themselves clean with soap and hot water, and put on the
shirts and pants which they had got cleaned and pressed at a nearby laundry. Finally, they oiled and combed their
hair, and patted some talcum powder on their necks and faces. And thus looking fresh and smart, as they gently
smacked the blades of their razors against their palms—they presented themselves to the world in a swirl of
smoke from several lighted joss-sticks.
The first evening proved to be not too successful. Only five customers came, three for shaves and two for
haircuts. And that too with long gaps in between. The barbers greeted each customer with abundant courtesy. One
of them first relieved the customer of his jacket or cap and hung it on a peg on the wall; then he gave his empty
chair an extra dusting with a rag before seating him. If the customer asked for a shave, his barber whipped up
plenty of lather to soften the beard, then he moved the razor over the customer’s face with the gentlest of strokes.
Once, despite such care, a customer’s face was slightly nicked; his barber kept the blood covered with foam until
he was finished. Then, with a flourish of his towel and a quick rub with a piece of alum, he made both the blood
and the scratch disappear.
One barber decided that the more time he spent on a haircut, the more likely it would please the customer.
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Consequently, after giving the man a haircut, he started all over again and gave him another. Next he sprinkled a
few drops of hair oil and rubbed them in ever so gently that the customer began to feel rather mellow. His efforts
were promptly rewarded when the customer gave him an extra anna for a tip.
That first evening, despite the lack of business, the four barbers kept the shop open quite late. And when they
finally bolted the door, they stayed up late talking and telling jokes.
The following day was some kind of a holiday for government workers. Customers began to arrive soon after
the doors were opened; by ten in the morning they were coming one right after the other. At times there were three
barbers busy simultaneously. When they closed that night and counted the receipts, each barber had almost four
rupees for his share. The third day was again slow, but the crowd on the fourth day convinced the barbers that
their shop was going to do all right.
They had arrived in that city without their families, and so they decided make the shop itself their home. They
bought a small brazier, a kettle, and some enameled cups and saucers. Every day they made their own breakfast in
the morning, and at other meal times they brought some bread and curry from a neighborhood cook-shop. And in
that manner they were able to satisfy all their needs.
A little over a week had passed when, one afternoon, a middle-aged man—somewhat emaciated, but decent in
appearance—walked into the shop. His clothes were soiled, but they were not ragged. He wore an old-fashioned
turban—the kind favored by traditional munshis or clerks—and the shoes on his feet likewise belonged to an
earlier time. There was stubble on his face, but one couldn’t be sure if it was more gray than black. His cheap
spectacles lacked one ear-piece and were held in place by a short piece of string. The four barbers greeted him in
their usual fashion, then directed him to a chair. The man first showed some hesitation, then he sat down. One of
the barbers asked,
“Shave?”
“No,” the man replied.
“Haircut?”
“No.”
“Then what do you want?” asked the barber who was called the ustad.
“Please trim my nails.”
His nails were soon trimmed, but the man didn’t get out of the chair. Finally when the four barbers gathered
around him—their questioning eyes fixed on his face—the man started to speak.
“Gentlemen, I’m a poor refugee. In the old country,\fn{ I.e., in British India.} I used to be the munshi to a Hindu
grain-merchant. I took care of the ration cards and the accounts. Now I’m a refugee and jobless. For several days I
have been walking all over the city looking for work, but I couldn’t find any. Wherever I went they already had
someone doing the job. I shall never forget your kindness if you could give me some job—any job. I’m desperate;
I’ll do anything you ask of me. I can take care of the accounts. I also know how to cook.”
The four barbers listened to him quietly. Then, when he was finished, they exchanged glances among
themselves without saying a word. Finally, the ustad broke the silence.
“Look, my friend, we’re refugees ourselves. And we have just started the business. We can’t give you any job
for money. But you may have your meals with us. In fact, you may cook the meals yourself—you’re a brother to
us. Your only work would be to keep the shop clean. Later you may leave when you find a job elsewhere. We
won’t stop you.”
The man was only too delighted; he thanked them profusely and settled in. The next day they bought an
aluminum\fn{In the text, spelt in the English way, aluminium.} pot and some plates, and had their first home-cooked meal
in a long time. It was immediately evident that the man barely knew how to cook; however, they didn’t turn him
out. He was good at keeping the place clean and quick to do any errand. In return for his meals, he waited on them
at odd hours, wrote their letters, and kept the accounts. Also, he treated his masters with deference. Such a man
was no burden, not when he cost merely two meals a day.
Several days went by, then several weeks. The shop continued to gain business rapidly. The four barbers
bought some new pieces of furniture, and also put in a wash-basin for giving shampoos. Each of them also put
away a small amount in savings.
The third month was about half gone when suddenly one morning the ustad found himself tormented by the
thought of his family. By noon he was sighing endlessly; by late afternoon he was in despair. Before it could get
dark, he asked his three friends to let him go for four days: he wanted to bring his wife and children. They had
been living all that time as unwelcome guests with a relative in another city some two hundred miles away. The
ustad swore to come back in four days.
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He returned after a fortnight. Leaving his family at the railway station, he came to the shop alone. It was a long
story that he told his friends—how his wife and children kept getting sick one after another, what hardships he
had to bear while bringing them back, and so on. He concluded by declaring that he was short of funds and must
ask them for a loan.
Obviously the ustad couldn’t claim any share in the income for the days he had been away—the income, with
one worker absent, had been less in any case—but his friends refrained from pointing that out to him. They
respected his age; they also felt sorry for him. And so the three pooled five rupees each and put the fifteen in his
hand. Though it was not enough for his needs, the ustad took the money and went back to the station.
They were four again the next morning, ready to work side by side. Their practice so far had been that each of
them collected the money from his customer, then at night after closing, they pooled the money and shared it
equally. Similarly, they equally shared the expenses on the shop’s upkeep and the food for the five of them. But
that morning, the ustad said to the other three very casually,
“Y’know, I’m a family man. I can’t leave my family by themselves in a strange city. I must spend the nights
with them. And eat with them too. Perhaps you had better leave me out of the expenses on the food. I can’t be
spending money here and at home too.”
His three friends couldn’t say anything in reply. At noon, the ustad went home for lunch and returned after two
hours. Then in the evening, he urged them to close early, took his share of the take, and hurried off again.
It continued like that for a week, then the ustad’s friends began to act differently. They frequently exchanged
whispers among themselves, and kept a careful watch on his movements—in particular when he was finished with
a customer. Then his friends watched covertly to see which pocket the ustad was putting the money in. One night,
after the ustad had left, the three stayed up late talking. They had, in the past, had frequent complaints against the
ustad which they had patiently ignored, but now it was too much: they had seen with their own eyes that he
couldn’t be trusted with money. They couldn’t let that go by. They talked and argued and came up with numerous
schemes to put an end to his trickery, but none quite seemed satisfactory. Finally, very late at night, they settled on
one plan.
In the morning, soon after the ustad arrived, his three partners started to quarrel among themselves. One said to
the other, “I’ll be damned if I didn’t see you take a four-anna piece from that customer and put it in your pant
pocket! Why did you do that? You always kept the money in your shirt pocket.”
“Nonsense!” the other heatedly rejoined. “You’re a crook yourself. Just the other day I saw a customer give
you one two-anna piece and two one-anna pieces. But you put only two coins in your pocket. You retained one
one-anna piece tucked between your fingers.”
“Look friends,” the third barber interjected, “why must you fight? Let’s just forgive and forget the past. I’ll tell
you how to make sure none of us is able to cheat the others. We’ll put a table near the door and place a metal box
with a hole in its lid on the table. Then we’ll have the munshi sit in a chair beside it. The customers will drop the
money into the box—none of us would even get to touch it. The munshi has been enjoying free meals all this
time, let’s make him do some work now. He’ll make sure no customer walks out without paying, or pays in bad
coins. If you so wish he could even jot down each amount in a notebook. What do we have him here for,
anyway?”
“That’s fine with me,” said the first barber. “But this fellow won’t agree. He’s bent on cheating.”
“Why do you say that?” the second barber cried out angrily. “Why won’t I agree? I think that’s a very good
idea. We shall soon find out who has been telling the truth.”
The third barber turned to the ustad.
“Well, ustad, what do you say?”
The ustad couldn’t say anything—neither against the proposal, nor for it. He thought it prudent to remain
silent.
And so the very next day the plan was put into practice. Every night they had a full accounting of the day’s
income, and each barber received his full share.. After a couple of days, they put in a little modification: instead of
every day, the income was now to be divided weekly. That way each could get a decent sum. The small daily
shares had never quite satisfied anyone. Of course, if anyone needed money before the week was over, he could
take an advance by having the munshi note it down in his little notebook. The ustad again neither opposed nor
supported the change; he simply held his silence.
But not for long.
One morning, the ustad turned up at the shop early and, while stropping his razor, really let his partners have
it.
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“I say, enough is enough. I can’t work with you folks any longer. There’s no justice these days. You folks treat
a horse and an ass alike. None of you is as experienced as I am, or as talented either. My touch is so light that
every customer wants me to give him his shave. There are several I know who don’t come into the shop if they
see me busy; they prefer to stroll outside and wait, not wishing to suffer at the hands of any of you. Then they
rush in the moment they see my chair is empty again. You ask the munshi; he’ll confirm what I’m saying. He’ll
tell you that I bring in more money than any of you. So you be the judge. I’m more talented than you; I’ve more
regular customers; I work more and bring in more money-why then should I get only what you get?
“Perhaps it would be better if you paid me off for my share and took care of the shop yourselves. But if you
don’t wish to do that, you should fix a separate salary for each person matching the work he does. Then, after the
salaries have been taken out, the remaining money may be shared equally between the four of us. If you accept
this arrangement, fine. Nothing would be better. But if you don’t, to hell with this shop and our partnership. I’ll
leave and try my luck elsewhere. I can make the money I make here in any saloon I care to walk into.”
The three partners of the ustad heard him out in attentive silence. Some of the things he said were undeniably
true. For instance, the ustad, was indeed a much better barber than any of them. But did it mean that he could also
throw his weight around? A partnership was like a family, each able member contributing to its support the best
way he could. No distinction was made in a family between those who brought in more and the others who
brought in less. Wasn’t it rather cheap of the ustad to raise the question of talent? But they also knew what could
in fact happen if the Ustad were to leave. They would have to give him a substantial sum for the value of his share
in the shop. and that they didn’t have. The other option was for them to leave, but where would they go? None of
them could depend on his talent to find another job right away. And they didn’t have another place to live. So they
protested and argued, but eventually had to accept the ustad’s proposal of different salaries.
Naturally, there followed a second, equally lengthy discussion: who was to get what? After a great deal of give
and take, it was decided that the ustad should get one hundred and fifty rupees per month, followed by the next
senior person, who should get one hundred and twenty rupees. The third person was to get one hundred rupees,
the fourth eighty rupees. It was also agreed that the salaries were to be paid at the end of each month and not
weekly.
The ustad didn’t show it overtly, but he was quite pleased with himself: he had after all established his
superiority over his partners. As for the latter, they were despondent for a few days, but eventually they cheered
up at the thought of receiving substantial amounts at the end of the month. They could hardly wait for the day.
Finally the month came to an end. But then there was no end to their confusion—and dejection—when they
discovered that the month’s total take couldn’t meet even half their agreed-upon salaries. They were absolutely
bewildered: the shop was doing better business—there were certainly more customers coming in—and yet the
money lying on the table in front of them implied a daily take that had to be less than what they used to make at
the beginning. How could that be? They grilled the munshi. But he showed them his notebook and meticulously
accounted for every anna. The daily income of each partner, the total for each week, the grand total for the whole
month, the individual earnings, as well as the cumulative amounts—he put all the figures before them. They could
find no mistake
We all know that when people have expectations of money or have a definite salary, they tend to either
increase their expenses or borrow against the promise. Two of the barbers—the ustad and one other—owed
money at several shops in the neighborhood. They, no doubt, were afraid of being hounded by their creditors, but
they were much more scared of possibly having their credit cut off.
That night at closing time, the four partners looked utterly devastated, but the munshi appeared even more so.
They, of course, had fixed no salary for him, but he clearly regarded himself an equal partner of theirs in the
calamity. After a while he walked over to them with heavy steps, and when he spoke his words came out with
great effort:
“As long as I live I’ll remember the kindness you gentlemen have shown me. That’s why it hurts me a great
deal to see you so worried. I must tell you the truth. When I was working for that grain-merchant back home, I
used to put aside a few rupees every month, no matter how pressing were my immediate needs. I brought that
money with me when I fled to this country, and put it into a postal savings account for any dire emergency. I see
how distraught you are now, and I can’t bear to have that money just for myself—I can’t keep it hidden from my
“brothers.” Tomorrow I’ll take it all out—that is if you say so. You may use it any way you wish. Later, when the
shop starts bringing in more money, you may return it. I won’t ask you for any interest.”
“And how much money do you have?” asked the barbers.
“One hundred rupees,” replied the munshi, in his low hesitant voice.
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The following day the munshi brought his money and distributed it, obtaining a separate receipt from each of
the partners. It reduced their worries to a great extent. But at the end of that month, their income turned out to
have been even less.
The barbers were now terrified. The munshi checked the figures and also made some inquiries; he finally came
up with an explanation.
“The other barbers in the neighborhood,” he told them, “have followed your example and lowered their rates.
The people who came to you just to save some money are now back in their old places.”
The four barbers listened to the munshi, but they didn’t entirely believe him. In any case, there wasn’t much
that they could do, for the munshi, alert to their needs, had gone to some cousin of his and borrowed from him one
hundred rupees for their sake. That kept their worries to a minimum. The third month their income showed some
improvement, and they breathed a collective sigh of relief. But the fourth month their earning plunged down
again. To make the matters worse, the munshi expressed total inability to help them.
“My brothers,” said he, “if I had any money of my own—or could even borrow any from someone—I’d gladly
put it all at your feet. But I’ve already given you all the money I had.”
The barbers left him alone that day, but the next morning they gathered around him again, and begged and
implored. Finally the munshi said.
“All right, my ‘brothers,’ just be patient till tonight.”
That night he spoke to them at length:
“Gentlemen, I don’t think the situation will ever change. The reason is simple: you have set yourselves salaries
that are far beyond your income. If you want the shop to do well and your worries to go away, you must first
reform yourselves. What I mean is this: each of you must cut down his expenses. Next you must set yourselves
the same salaries as there are in other shops. I assure you—no, I can guarantee it—that if you accept the salaries I
suggest, you’ll get the full amounts regularly. In fact, I may even be able to give you the salaries in advance every
month—that is if you do as I tell you. As for the question how I’d get that money, that need be no concern of
yours. You’ll get your salaries even if I have to rob a bank or burgle some house. How can I forget the kindness
you’ve shown me all these months. But, my brothers, if you can’t accept my terms you’ll have to be on your own.
I can no longer arrange more loans for you.”
There was absolute silence in the shop for several minutes. Then the ustad spoke.
“Fine. Now tell us the salaries that you think we ought to receive.”
“Please excuse me if I’m blunt,” said the munshi. “At the very maximum, I can give you eighty rupees. The
next person gets sixty, the one after him fifty, and the last one gets forty. If you agree to these salaries I’ll
immediately go and get a loan of two hundred and thirty rupees—even if I have to pay double the amount in
interest. And I promise to give you the same amounts in advance every month. Remember, my friends, these
wages are in no way less than what the workers in the fanciest place get. You may check for yourselves. This
place, however, will have the additional distinction of paying the wages in advance.”
The four barbers were lost for words. None could think of a response. The continued silence bore down on
them like a rock. They looked at each other in utter helplessness, then slowly lowered their heads.
22.37 & 231.345 1. Revenge Herself 2. In The Moonlight 3. Wooden Cradles 4. Fulfillment 5. Dhirendu
Majumdar’s Mother: Five Short Stories\fn{by Lalithambika Antharjanam (1909-1987)} Kottavattom, Kottarakara
District, Kerala State, India (F) 15
1
Midnight. I sat alone in my study. Sleep beckoned me with compassion, caressing my work-weary body and
soul.
But if I should put away my writing materials, there would be no returning until the next day—to the same
hour, the same weariness. Silence all around, broken only by the occasional chatter of the married mice in the
attic, or the snoring of the sleeping children in the next room. From the solitary lamp on the table a pale light was
cast, somehow terrifying against the dense darkness outside. Somewhere owls hooted in warning. I am a coward
by nature, let me admit it. I was more so that night, in those eerie surroundings.
I shut the window and bolted it, adjusted the wicks of the oil lamp, checked on the children to see if they were
awake, came back and sat in my usual place. I had to write. But what should I write about? Where to begin? The
problem overwhelmed me. It is not easy to write a story, particularly for a woman in my position. I want to write
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out of my convictions, but I fear to hazard my name, my status. When my stories mirror the reality of society, I
am open to the criticism of all kinds of people. When they abuse me, how should I retaliate? I dare not even
approach the question of religious customs. And yet in spite of all these scruples, whom will I displease this time?
Which literary movement will I offend?
I threw my pen down in disgust, leaned back in the chair and shut my eyes. Many possible characters seemed
to walk by: seen, unseen, alive, dead, women and men; suffering souls, voiceless, but with thunder and lightning
in their hearts. Were they commanding me to record their lives? I was frightened, but exhilarated, too.
Suddenly I heard the sound of approaching footsteps. What was this? I shivered and sat up. Had I forgotten to
close the door and bolt it? I hadn’t heard the sound of the door being opened. It was midnight, the time when
spirits walk. And though lam not naturally superstitious, I was afraid. I felt faint, my eyes closed. The footsteps
seemed to come nearer and nearer, yet I could not move.
Minutes ticked by. Five minutes? An hour? I don’t know. After some time I heard a woman’s voice nearby,
speaking to me softly but firmly:
“Are you asleep? Or are you just scared?”
I did not stir. Or rather, I did not have the courage to stir. The voice continued in a slightly sarcastic tone:
“You claim to be a writer, and yet you are afraid. I thought that experienced writers were accustomed to
observing horror and tragedy without so much as batting an eyelid.”
My curiosity to see this person who knew this much about me, overcame my fear. I opened my eyes.
Before me, as though from a dream, stood a woman, neither young nor old; ageless. Her expression seemed a
mixture of sorrow, bitterness, hatred and despair. Her eyes seemed to bum with the intensity of revenge. I thought
she was a figure from the pages of recent history—known but forgotten.
She continued authoritatively, yet with some kindness too.
“Mine is not a social visit. I thought you were in a dilemma, floundering without a theme for a story. I can
offer you an excellent one: shelved and rotting, waiting to be written. With your permission—if you are not
afraid.”
By this time I had pulled myself together somewhat.
“Yes,” I said, “I am scared. Of this night. Of all that is happening now. Who are you? How did you manage to
come here? Weren’t the doors closed?”
“Who am I?” She laughed aloud. “So you would like to know who I am. You want to know whether I am
human being or devil; ghost or evil spirit. You have courage.”
Her laughter had the sound of a wild river that had burst its dam. Wave upon wave of that unearthly laughter
filled the room, echoing, reverberating. By this time I was prepared.
“I admit I am a coward. But tell me who you are. Without knowing that how can I proceed? As human beings
we need to know—even about the remotest stars—their names and station.”
“As human beings? I would rather you didn’t call me one,” she cut in angrily. “Once upon a time, I was proud
to carry that name, and I struggled hard not to dishonor it. Now I no longer wish to be known as a human being,
particularly a woman. One lesson I have learnt, and perhaps I have taught it too: the human condition is one of
cruel betrayal and suffering.”
“Perhaps,” I agreed. “But isn’t suffering and pain the special gift granted to humankind—the golden chain that
links human and divine?”
She dismissed the notion summarily.
“Suffering, a golden chain? What absolute nonsense! Just tell me one thing. As a means of bondage, is gold
any different from iron? At least one knows where one is with iron. Gold hides behind its seductive façade.
Iswara! That, after all, is the difference between devil and man too.”
By now, her face, charged with hatred, had taken on an inhuman aspect, though I could not quite understand
how the change had come about. Sorrow, hatred, pride and revenge seemed to flit across it making it
extraordinarily vivid, strangely attractive. I wondered what it was that she had endured in her past life.
“Are you waiting to hear my story?” she asked after a pause. “Well, it is my intention to tell you. It is an old
story, of true events that happened half a century ago. At that time it turned history on its head. You weren’t even
born then. Neither were these new-fangled social reformist organisations with their tall claims nor their leaders
around then. Few characters from my story are alive now. But the echoes of those events have not quite died …
Did you ever hear of Tatri of ——?”
I shivered. So this was she. Whose name our mothers had prohibited us from speaking. A name which to us
had become obscene. I was speechless.
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She saw my hesitation. Sadly she said, “O yes, which Nambudiri woman hasn’t heard of Tatri, ‘fallen object,’
‘tainted goods?’ Though none of you will so much as admit to that knowledge. But child, can you now try and
understand why that hated one gave up her life?
“To begin with, she was as innocent as anyone of you. She too once made karuka garlands. She too prayed like
you, raptly clasping her black string. She fasted on all auspicious days. She was innocent, she had neither looked
upon a man nor spoken with him. Grandmothers used to uphold Tatri as a model of propriety to all the young girls
who come of age.
“But you know that all those rituals are, after all, charades. You know that by the time we are seventeen or
eighteen we are shrewd enough to control our most secret thoughts. On moonlit nights we sit in the inner
verandah reciting prayers, our sighs suppressed. We sing Parvati Swayamvaram and Mangala Atira and dance,
the catch in our voices unheard. And all the time we wait, with bated breath, for the men’s voices in the outer
verandah. We offer austere leaves of kuvalam in strict prayer, while our hearts are filled with the sensuous
fragrance of mango blooms. And so we wait … days, months, even years. At last one day our mothers come with
henna and silver ring. And our hands are given into the hands of a man—old or young, invalid or lecher. That is
our destiny. That is our entire life.
“Mine was a lucky fate, or so people said in those days. He was in his prime, it was his first marriage, he had
sufficient means. I began my marriage with no worries. I soon found he was a man with aggressive sexual needs. I
learnt in time to meet those demands, to please him in his taste for sex with the same attention and care that I gave
to his taste for food. After all, one’s husband is considered the pratyaksha deivam, the “seen” God. And it was to
please that God that I learnt the art of the prostitute. If it were not for that, dear sister, I too—like so many women
of our community—would have remained a mere wife, a neglected and ignored wife. Perhaps, too, none of the
wretched consequences would have followed. On the other hand, it might be, that in learning to serve him, I
unleashed my own instinctual being. I don’t know. But I swear to you that at that time he alone was at the centre
of my life.
“It was that when he started drifting away from me, I was desolate. Often he didn’t come home at night. I used
to think, at first, that he was at a festival or a private feast. Perhaps he was at the variyam or was needed at the
palace. I would cry and sulk on the rare occasions when I saw him. There was no one else to share my grief.
“He laughed in response to my heartbroken complaints. A man, he said, is as free as a bird. His life should be
one of enjoyment. Surely a man cannot be expected to waste away his entire youth married to one woman, and
that a Nambudiri wife.
“Sometimes I was filled with anger and bitterness. Sometimes I even wished to put an end to my life. I often
cursed my lot as a Nambudiri woman, thinking, if only I belonged to any other caste of Kerala, one which would
have given me the right to reply, to match his male arrogance with my freedom.
“But no. Each month, upon the recurrence of his birth-star, I bathed and prayed that he should have a long life,
making offerings of tumba flower garlands and neivillakku lit with ghee. When I came of age I had prayed to be
granted a good husband; now I prayed that I should be granted my husband’s love.
“The steward of our estate was a kind man who made sure I had plenty to eat. But what about one’s inner
hunger, that other greed? Once kindled it is not easily quenched. It flows like molten lava, like fire through the
very life-blood. He, my husband, knew this too. But he was a man and I a woman. A woman born in a cursed
society.
“I too would have suffered in silence like all those other Nambudiri women except for what happened
unexpectedly. One night he came home with a new wife. They were to sleep that night in the very bedroom I had
shared with him. I could even bring myself to serve food to this woman, but to be actually asked to prepare their
nuptial bed! Yes, I had chanted the Seelavati charitram again and again. But an Antarjanam is a human being too.
I cursed her aloud. In my grief and outrage, I called her a whore. On that instant I saw him turn into a devil. He
flung my words back at me.
“‘I know perfectly well she is a whore—I love her for what she is. If you could be like her, I might like you
better.’
“I could bear the physical violence, but those words were a far worse assault. I was numb with the horror of it.
A pati vrata, a woman of honor to be as much as told by her husband, ‘If you want me to love you, be a
prostitute!’ For a blinding moment, I was overcome by a furious thirst for revenge. Somehow I held myself
together. But I knew I had had enough. I could not stay in that place a moment longer.
“I did not speak to him again. I withdrew into myself. Desolate and grief-stricken, yearning for consolation, I
returned to my own home. There followed days without love; uneventful days. There were no rays of light in the
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tunnel. All Nambudiri houses are dark prisons, after all. Is one any better than another? My father had died but his
five wives were still alive. My brother was looking for a bride to replace his fourth wife who was now dead. My
two widowed sisters were there too. The third one, driven insane because of the ill-treatment she had received
from her husband, wandered about aimlessly. Two younger sisters, now grown up, were unmarried—a burden to
the house and a grief to my mother. When I joined this lot, it was exactly like jumping from the frying pan into the
fire. Living in such a bleak, claustrophobic world, who could be blamed for seeking some comfort? I was young,
healthy, egoistic. I thought I was more beautiful than any of my husband’s mistresses. In those days, when I
combed my hair, freshened my face and glanced covertly through the windows, all I wanted was a glimpse of the
outside world. I had an innocent desire to be seen and admired. There were some who caught those glances and
smiled at me. I smiled in return. And that was all. Those aristocratic Nambudiris who were attracted to me knew
well enough the consequences I would suffer for even this. As for themselves, they would have been ready for any
kind of liaison provided it was discreet.
“Meaningful glances. Hushed whispers. Gossip and scandal. The inmates of the inner rooms turned out to be
fifth columnists. My mother never lost an opportunity to curse me.
“‘You sinner, born to be the ruin of your family’s reputation. I wish I had never carried you in my womb.’
“And one day my sister-in-law was peremptory with her order:
“‘Don’t step into the kitchen.’
“I still cannot understand why I was punished so. I hadn’t so much as touched a man other than my husband. I
hadn’t the boldness to nurture such a desire. There had been a few glances through the window. A few men had
been attracted. Was that my fault? But the world was never concerned with reason or logic. The innuendos
continued till they numbed my heart. Terror at the thought of dishonor threw me off balance; pushed me to the
verge of the very abyss I dreaded. I was long past suffering. In all directions there was only darkness. It was as
though through whirling coils of dark smoke my enemies waited, ready to strike, like snakes. To survive that final
struggle I had to be a snake too. At last I gave way to those long quiescent storms of anger and revenge.
“If I should tell you what I decided to do, you would be appalled. But please remember, my sister, that it was
done for you too, and for all Nambudiri women. As a matter of pride. As a show of strength. I enjoyed the
humiliation of those men, for there never was any value attached to our own tears. Yet, after all, in the end I
gained nothing, for even you women hated me, dreaded me more than the devil. Years have passed, but even to
you of a modem time Tatri is no more than a fallen woman.”
As she spoke, her eyes filled with tears, and overcome with grief she laid her head upon the table. I watched
her in silence, wondering what sort of future a woman such as she could have expected. If her life had been
shattered and strewn around the wilderness like pieces of a broken bottle then was it her fault or that of society’s?
There could have been only two alternatives for her: madness or prostitution. Both tragic.
After a moment she sat up, her eyes dry once more and aflame with intensity.
“No, child,” she said, “I shall not cry again. That was a momentary weakness.” She resumed her story.
“Nothing could shock me any more—neither the waves breaking the bounds of the sea, nor even the skies
falling down. Life and death had all become the same. Yes, I made my decision. I thought that since I had chosen
my destiny, it should also be an act of revenge on behalf of my mothers and sisters. If I should be victimized, it
should not be on false grounds. If I should be made outcast, it should not be for being innocent. Women, too, I
thought, can willingly choose the path of debasement. And if I should choose to fall, I would bring down with me
several cruel men who were the means of that fall. I would see to it that in the clear light of justice many more
men than I should deserve excommunication.
“On a certain night a new courtesan appeared on the festival grounds and temple precincts. She was beautiful
and witty. Her modesty attracted men even more than her beauty. Princes, courtiers and Nambudiris, all sought
her company. At first she kept them all at arm’s length, saying she was a married woman with a husband who was
still alive. She withheld a crucial detail about herself, however—the community to which she belonged. They
brushed aside her pleas to be left alone. They argued that in Kerala, the land of Parasurama, a woman was allowed
as many husbands as she chose. The only women who were outside this rule were the Nambudiris. The rest, they
said, were free to enjoy their pleasure. O these men who seem so honourable, so saintly! Men who expect
unquestioning faithfulness from their own wives, but who are quite willing to ruin another’s!
“So many men were attracted to me. So different from the ostracism of the inner rooms. I melted, I was
moved. I could not have enough of their adulation.
“The new courtesan grew famous. Those who came to her went away happy. From each of them, in return for
their pleasure, she received—or took—gifts and mementos. And so, gradually and deliberately, she gained

393

possession of the honor of many men who claimed to be pillars of our society.
“There was one man who was yet to come. There was one man for whom she waited and watched. She knew
he would not fail to come, once he had heard of this true pleasure seeker. We had not seen each other for five
years. But I recognized him the moment I met him at my usual rendezvous near the temple. He, however, did not
know me. How could he see in this proud and famous woman his old Antarjanam?
“I shall not forget that night. For that night I had debased myself; for that night I had lived and waited. From
the moment he had last spoken, this idea had rankled, then seeded and grown in my mind. If a woman should go
to the lengths of becoming a prostitute in order to please her husband, can she be called a pati vrata? For if that
were so, I too was one; a veritable Seelavati. Through my corruption I could please him, and yes, he was pleased.
“Just before he left me, he said, ‘In all my life, I have never met a woman so beautiful and so clever. I wish I
could live with you always.’
“At the very moment that he slipped the ring—once again—on my finger, I asked him, ‘Are you sure you have
never before met one like me?’
“Holding his sacred thread with both hands, he said, ‘No, I swear by my Brahmasvam. No. I have never before
met a woman of your wit and intelligence.’
“I smiled with triumph. I raised my voice very slightly and said, ‘That’s false. Think of your wife. Was she any
worse than I?’
“In the hesitant light of that pale dawn he looked at me once again. A strangled cry escaped him. ‘O my God,
my Lord Vadakkunatha, it is Tatri. Tatri.’ And he fled from my sight, disappearing immediately.
“That’s all I need to tell you. You know very well all that happened afterwards. As an Antarjanam I was
brought to trial for defilement, and under threat of losing caste. It was a trial that shook the whole of Kerala. As it
got under way, they were all terrified—yes, princes and Nambudiris too—that their names would be spoken by
the prostitute. Then some went into hiding. Others frantically made offerings to the gods. Each hoped desperately
she had forgotten him.
“I had more than names, I had proofs; a golden ring with a name engraved upon it, a golden girdle, a gold
bordered veshti. And so, sixty-five men, priests among them, were brought to trial. I could have been the means of
excommunicating sixty thousand men, not merely sixty-five. Any woman who was beautiful enough and clever
enough could have done the same, such were the decadent landlords and Nambudiris of those days. I could have
insisted on continuing the enquiry. But no. In the end, for all the submerged rage of all Nambudiri women, only
sixty-five men were brought to trial. Those sixty-five were indicted. That was my revenge. Was it my revenge
alone?
“And now, tell me sister. Which one do you think was worse, the man who led a woman into prostitution for
his own satisfaction, or the woman who willed herself into prostitution to counter him? Which one should you
hate? Which one should you shun?”
I had not uttered a word throughout her strange account, and now I was dumbstruck. She misunderstood my
silence and spoke in a voice full of disappointment and despair.
“Why did I come here? I made a mistake. Why did I try to speak to a slave of a woman who has no self-respect
or honor? Oh no, you will never change.”
I was not offended by what she said. At last I began to speak.
“My poor wronged sister, I don’t blame you. I do sympathize with you. I understand that you were speaking
for many—for the weak against the strong, for women calling out for justice, for all human beings whose
emotions and instincts have been stamped upon. What you did was not just an act of personal revenge, it was a
protest born out of grief and despair.
“But then, think of this, too. Was it not impulsive and headstrong to take up such a responsibility on your own?
Individual effort cannot yield lasting results; sometimes it can be positively dangerous. Just think of that. That
storm that you raised—what good did it possibly do to society as a whole? In the end, men used it as an excuse to
victimize us even more: the memory of that event was a means of humiliating us, forcing us to hang our heads in
shame. Remember too, that you hardly brought any consolation to the families and womenfolk of the
excommunicated men.”
By this time, I too was stirred, my voice shook as I spoke.
“You must excuse me. But I have to say that for most of us, what you choose to describe as the sacrifice of
Tatri was nothing more and nothing less than the trial of a prostitute. True, it created a storm, but it did not point
to a clear direction for us. The end cannot justify the means, sister. Of course, I applaud your courage and your
pride, but I have to denounce the path you took.

394

“But, all the same, we as Nambudiris can never forget Tatri. From your world of darkness and silence you
hurled a random firecracker as a warning and a challenge. Nevertheless it ignited a torch for us in our generation,
and there will be greater fires in times to come. Your revenge will be forgiven because of those radiant future
fires.”
I held out my hands to her in love and compassion. But the face of the female form had paled, its eyes were
lifeless, it vanished away into the morning fog, wailing.
“I must not let my shadow fall upon you. For you I am, and always will be, a sinner, a fallen woman, a devil.”
The cock crew. I woke up from that strange dream.
2
“Annamme, did I hear you whispering? I won’t have that, understand? I won’t have you flirting with my son
even before you’ve crossed the threshold of our house.”
Annamma’s mother-in-law peered out of the narrow, smoke-encrusted kitchen door, shaking her head hard in
such disapproval that the long kunukkus in her ears rocked ominously.
“It’s dreadful. Young people are so shameless these days.” Anna called back from the courtyard where she sat
oiling a pot,
“I wasn’t talking to anyone. I was just shooing away the crow that had overturned the pot.”
“Now that’s a lie if I ever heard one. I know Avuda is somewhere there. I saw him walk that way a minute ago.
Avude!” she called out authoritatively. “What were you doing, working near the girl?”
“Nothing. I just happened to be walking by.”
“There you are, I knew the girl was lying. Shooing away crows, indeed! I know what you’re up to, my girl.
Don’t imagine that a chit like you can throw dust in my eyes! Listen to me, young fellow, what I have to say is
meant for you too. If this sort of thing happens just once more, you’ll have cause to remember!”
Avuda strode away without a word. There was so much he had to do, anyway. Anna turned and walked slowly
to the well, crying, her eyes reddened. Lost in her thoughts, she threw in the palm spathe and swirled it as she
bent over to draw the water. She had no eyes for the green spreading over the walls of the well, or for the water
moving in its depths, although its eddying surface mirrored her own agitated heart.
They had been married almost six months now. Avuda was sixteen, Anna fifteen, but she was a whole foot
taller than him. Young girls grow rapidly, and tire of growing just as fast
Theirs was a household that adhered very rigidly to the Catholic custom of not allowing newlyweds to meet or
to talk to each other. And Anna’s mother-in-law seemed exceptionally clever at ensuring that this custom was
strictly observed. Recalling the ruses she had resorted to herself when as a new bride she had wanted to meet her
husband in secret, she exercised great vigilance to stop the young people from doing the same things.
Of course, where Avuda was concerned, all this was totally unnecessary. He was still a boy, immersed in his
activities, as yet untouched by the heady stirrings of passion. Soon after their marriage, he had spoken to Anna a
few times, in the innocent companionship of youth. But he no longer did so because he was afraid of his mother.
Anna, however, was not quite as guiltless as he was. She longed to talk to Avuda and sought out occasions to
do so. She would steal up to him while he was at work in the field, and, if there was no one around, she would jab
provocatively at his smooth hairless cheek with her finger. Avuda never quite knew what it all meant, but Anna
was perfectly aware of what she was doing.
“Why are you poking my cheek?” he would turn and ask innocently. “Is it a jackfruit or a mango that you must
prod to find out whether it is ripe?”
“Oh, I just did it for fun,” she would reply, turning her eyes down, and smiling as she walked off. Having
worked very hard all day, digging and turning the earth, Avuda would come back at dusk, devour whatever his
mother served him, curl up on his mat, and begin to snore. And what of Anna, in her corner of the kitchen? She
would lie awake, tossing and turning, watching the slivers of moonlight that broke through the crevices in the
wall.
Thus the days went by. Soon, it was Christmas. It was the grandest festival of the year in their church. Both her
parents-in-law were going to church. Someone had to stay home to look after the house and the many farm tools
lying around in the yard. The older pair ate their dinner early, locked Anna in the house, and set out for the service
at midnight
“Avude, go to the watchman’s shed and sleep there. Make sure nothing gets stolen.”
All dressed up in her forty-year-old finery, the old woman walked to church. Anna could not sleep. She was
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still awake at midnight, pacing the little room like a caged animal. She tried each one of the locked doors, but they
were too strong for her to break open. Was there no other way? She looked up, and a sudden thought struck her.
Beneath the rafters, extending into the low wall, was a small crevice. She lifted herself up to it, wiggled her
way through like a bandicoot, and leaped out Her back and her elbows were grazed, but what did that matter? She
stole round to the watchman’s shed. There was Avuda, curled up on a torn mat near the fire pit, snoring. She
stroked his back gently and said,
“Imagine being so fast asleep. If a thief were to come, you’d never know.” He started awake and looked up at
her.
“Who is it—you? How did you sneak out? What a fright you gave me!”
“I was scared, lying there, all alone. So I crept out through a gap in the wall,” she said. “The moon is so bright
tonight. Why should I lie there, suffocating, inside the house?”
“Go back and lie down. If Appan\fn{Syrian Christians of Kerala call their father Appan or Appachan, their mother Amma or
Ammachy} and Amma come back now, they’ll kill me.” Avuda was truly terrified.
“They won’t be back so soon,” she consoled him. “Can’t you hear, the band has just begun to play?”
“If Amma feels sleepy, they’ll start back early. Don’t drag me into this. Just go away.”
“They’ve gone together, haven’t they? Can’t the two of us be together too? Why did they get us married if we
can’t even talk to each other?” She smiled meaningfully at him.
“You can talk all you want. It’s me they’ll beat up when Amma gets back. Go back in and lie down. Don’t
bother me like this.”
It was a rough response and it hurt the young girl deeply. As she walked back disconsolately in the moonlight,
her face grew serious with the weight of a grave decision. Avuda knew nothing of this. Indifferent as always, he
had lain down on his torn mat and fallen sound asleep.
When the mother-in-law returned early the next morning, Anna was nowhere to be found. All the locks were in
place.
“What can it mean? Where is she? Could she have been spirited away by some demon? Avude, did you see her
last night?”
“How could I have seen her? I was outside.” He drew himself up to his full length to emphasize his innocence.
“Amazing. How did she manage to get out of a locked room?” They searched everywhere for Anna, and found
her at last in her father’s house, seventeen miles away. She had arrived there at daybreak.
“We don’t want such a willful, undisciplined girl in our family. Avuda will not miss her,” her father-in-law
shouted as he turned back, furious.
*
Two years passed. Avuda was no longer the same person. He had grown taller and stronger. Weeds began to
take root in his mind, like the black stubble sprouting on his chin. For some inexplicable reason, he had begun to
think more and more of Anna.
Suddenly, it seemed, he was impatient to see her again. She must have grown. What a beautiful woman she
must be now. What if he went to see her? He said to his mother one day, as she worked hard in the kitchen,
“Why don’t we get her back, Amme? Things would be easier for you.”
“No, no, I don’t want her, or any other girl. As long as I’m alive, you’ll not bring back a girl who left all by
herself, and that too, at the dead of night. I can see what you’re after, you rascal.”
He did not pursue the matter and his mother continued to slave over the housework.
Christmas came round again. Avuda lay alone in the watchman’s shed. The tapioca and climbing yams lay
bathed in the pearly white moonlight The scent of mango blossoms wafted on the soft breeze. A koel perched on a
mango branch sang kuhu-kuhu to its mate. The happy sounds of Thiruvathira\fn{ A festival in December that women
celebrate by singing and dancing in groups} dancing flowed out of the neighboring houses. The very air seemed
intoxicated, as if nature itself thrilled to the coming of the loveliest season, spring.
Avuda rose. There was a deep ache in him, as though he had lost something. What was it? His mind turned to
that night two years ago. He remembered how she had come to him, and how hard it had been for her to do so.
And he had simply turned her away!
He was just beginning to understand. He stood in the yard uneasily, wondering what to do. It was midnight The
moon was high in the sky, but a veil of mist blurred its radiance.
Coward that he was, he first armed himself with a stick. Then he walked on fearlessly. He arrived at Anna’s
house at daybreak, at the very same hour that she had got there, two years ago. Her parents were taken aback.
Clearly, he had not had a thought for her all this time, yet here he was, on the doorstep, impatient to see her. How
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strange it was. They concealed their surprise, however.
Throughout the next day, he waited for an opportunity to be alone with Anna but managed it only by dusk,
when he found her watering the vegetables. She bent her head when she saw him and hid her face behind the
water pot A reproachful sigh escaped her.
“Anna, have you forgotten me?” he asked sadly. “I made a terrible mistake. I was such a child then, and so
ignorant We must never part again. I’m going to build my own house!”
He confessed his guilt and comforted her, all in the same breath. Anna’s eyes filled. This happiness was so
unexpected.
“Are you crying? What did I say, to make you cry? Don’t, please don’t I can’t bear it.”
A snake gourd that she had just watered raised its head, moist and fresh, the glare of the afternoon sun
forgotten. It put out a new tendril that curled tenderly on to the bower above.
3
These are events that took place a long time ago, events that go as far back as the memory of a thirty-year-old
woman can take her.
You all know how much a little child between the ages of three and nine, especially a little girl, delights in
listening to someone telling old legends. And if she has an old woman servant at her command, her happiness is
complete. She asks a thousand questions, and must be given reasons for everything that happens. Whom does the
kitchen cat call out to when it mews all the time? Why are the cat and the dog at each other’s throats? Is it because
they are brothers? When the mother sparrow goes out from the nest every morning in search of food, aren’t the
baby sparrows afraid to be by themselves? Doesn’t the sky mother get furious when her children overturn her box
of vermilion every day, morning and evening? And so they sprout, endlessly, the young tendrils of curiosity.
The cherished darling of a wealthy family can exercise many unjust privileges over the servants in the
household. She will ride nothing but a human horse. She must be told a dozen stories before she will drink a glass
of milk. At the end of a crowded day, if she must desist from further mischief and go to sleep, her old slave must
sing every song she knows.
Uncle Moon was exhausted, for he had been wandering all day in search of food for his starving wife and
children. At last, by dusk, he had found a handful of broken rice grains. On his way home across the vast sky, he
slipped, and the rice grains scattered and became stars! The little one interrupts to ask innocently,
“And are the children still crying for food?”
When the sky turns dark, when lightning flashes and thunder roars, we know that the Lord of the Skies is
preparing for war. The Great One, the Sun, set out in his royal chariot to marry the daughter of the Lord of the
Skies. A demon stopped him on the way and would not let him go on. The Lord of the Skies whirled his sword.
The thunder you hear is the demon roaring in pain. And the raindrops you see are the tears of the bride and her
attendants, distraught with the fear that the wedding will never take place. Infant logic must clear a doubt,
“And did the wedding take place?”
We all learned our first lessons in life from such women. It was forbidden to swim in the tank next door
because two people once drowned in it; if little girls went out to play under the elanji tree, a yakshi\fn{A
demigoddess or spirit} would tear them to pieces; if you played with your shadow, you would be born a demon in
your next life.
As we approach the last stage of childhood, these old women begin to seem as useless to us as antiquated
wooden cradles. Their hands suddenly feel coarse and rough. And yet, the crude images that those roughened nails
once etched on the tender walls of a child’s mind continue to gleam fitfully beneath the veneer of time, now clear,
now indistinct.
Once I was thirteen, I had no time for Nangelipennu. Her house was a good ten miles from ours. She had come
to us when she was eleven years old, when my father was still a child. She had lived with us, a part of the family,
for sixty-two years, till she was old and helpless. No one in her family had cared to arrange a match for her, so she
had never married. Although she was unmarried, she always had children whom she could call her own. Their
jewels were hers and their toys too. She shared their illnesses and all their pleasures. One by one, each child in the
family became her charge. As she relinquished each little one who had learned to walk on its own, another
newborn was placed in her arms. She would hold it close and proudly chant:
God gave this little baby
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To parents who longed for one.
God gave this little baby
To Nangeli who longed for one.

She had sung generations of babies to sleep with her cradle songs, her affection flowing generously from father
to daughter, uncle to nephew. Every child in the family grew up under her care. And yet, when she fell seriously
ill in her seventy-third year with rheumatic pains and chills, our foster mother had no home that she could call her
own.
When Nangelipennu left us, my youngest brother, the eighth in the family, was three years old. She bathed
him, placed a thilakam on his forehead, dressed him in a silk shirt and trousers, and kissed him, her eyes full of
tears.
“Who will be Nangelipennu’s baby now?”
He was my mother’s last child. There would be no more babies in the tara wad. Nangelipennu was old and
sick now and she no longer wanted to stay in a house where the other servants jeered at her. She was far too proud
to stay where she was not needed. All the same, she was unutterably sad when she said goodbye to us. She kissed
each of us children in turn and then asked me, in a voice choked with tears,
“Will you think of me, child, when you’re married and living happily with your husband? I’ll come for your
wedding.”
I was furious. I hated anyone talking to me about marriage. Two of my younger aunts had recently been
married, and both had left the house weeping. They seldom came home now. Who would look after my flower
pots, my pictures, my cupboard, my books, if I went away as they had done?
“In that case,” I said gruffly to Nangelipennu, “you need never come back.”
And I moved away from her. She often asked my eleven-year-old brother,
“When you’ve got your BA and all, what will you give Nangelipennu?”
He detested her, would never go to her.
“Get away from me! You’ll stain my clothes with your snot!”
In the end, Nangelipennu realized what had happened—all the little ones whom she had hatched in the loving
warmth of her hands had become birds that soared in the skies. They would find tall trees to build nests in, they
would revel in the wide firmament. They would never come back to the little nests of broken twigs they once had
been content with.
One of Nangelipennu’s distant relatives had a granddaughter who had a baby every year. She couldn’t go out to
work because of the little ones. Nangeli Amma arrived and took charge. Over the next four years, she had the
good .fortune to have five babies to care for. None of the children wanted their mother, they preferred their new
grandmother.
*
The years went by. Despite all my protests, I had to give in and get married. Nangelipennu did not come to my
wedding. Instead, her granddaughter brought us the news,
“It started with a fever and a chill. She didn’t even last two hours. Oh, Amme, the little one is still crying. She
refuses to eat because she wants her grandmother.”
In time, I had a baby too. I hunted everywhere for a live wooden cradle that would keep my child away from
fire and water, calm him when he cried, and look after him with care. The memory of Nangelipennu came alive
again and touched my heart. The old servant had been dead for years now. No one like her could be found in our
part of the country. Her granddaughter had her own children and grandchildren to look after. Indeed, all the
mothers and grandmothers I knew had children of their own to care for.
After a long and arduous search, I found someone named Bhanumathi. She was fourteen, had never handled
babies before, and was herself a child. When the baby cried, she would not come anywhere near him. And,
anyway, it would have been no use if she did, the baby burst into tears every time he saw her cross face.
I caught myself remembering the innumerable ways in which Nangelipennu used to coax a fractious child into
good humor again. She would twist her lips in an expression of reproach, widen her eyes, hold out her arms, and
say,
“Did you hear the drums, little one? There he comes, the kavadi\fn{Shaped like a wooden bow, decorated with peacock
fathers and flowers, this object is carried by pilgrims to the Subramania temple } man.
With a young moon in his hair
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He comes, on a blue peacock,
Velavan, my savior!
Haraharo! Hara!

“If you don’t come with me, little one, Nangelipennu will go off by herself.” Which child could resist her
invitation?
From our upstairs window, we could see the Nagamala range, enveloped in clouds. Two strange rock
formations that looked like demons covered in smoke lay between two of its peaks. They were known as “Pandi”
and “Pandiyathi.” Whenever a child cried, Nangelipennu would say,
“Look at Pandi and Pandiyathi. God turned them into rocks because they were obstinate and willful.”
The most disobedient child would give in to this threat, for no one wanted to turn into a rock that could not
move. And then, of course, Nangelipennu had to repeat the oft-told story once more, with new embellishments.
She would sit on the floor, her legs outstretched, eager to start, and the children would crowd around her, their
eyes wide with delight saying
“Tell us, how did Pandi and Pandiyathi turn into rocks?” Drumming gently on her knees, the old storyteller
would begin:
“Once upon a time, in the kingdom of Pandi, there lived a king and a queen. The king had a gold chariot that
took him wherever he wanted to go, and the queen had a gold chain that gave her whatever she wished for. One
day they came to hunt in Nagamala.
“The king, tired and thirsty after a long day’s hunting, sat down on a rock. There was not a drop of water
anywhere near. He prayed,
“‘Lord of Nagamala, if a pond appears here now, I’ll make you a handsome offering.’
“Amazing! A spring gurgled toward them from the top of the mountain. They took a handful of water in the
hollow of their hands and drank, and their hunger and thirst were quenched. The exhausted queen prayed,
“‘Lord of the Mountain! If you build me a palace here, I too will make you a worthy offering.’
“Astonishing! A seven-story mansion appeared magically. Its floor was of gold, its walls of precious gems. The
king and the queen slept in it and woke up on the third day. They were loath to leave. The king said,
“‘If I sell the entire Pandi kingdom, I’ll never have as much gold as there is here. Let’s take as much as we can
in our chariot.’ The queen said,
“‘I’ll not find a single gem as lovely as these in the whole treasury. I must have one for my chain.’
“Disgusted with their cupidity, God decided to punish them.
“‘You can stay here forever and enjoy the gold and the gems.’
“And he turned them both into rocks. So you see, my children, how evil greed can be.”
These grandmother's tales, which have their origin in superstitions, stay long in our minds, complete with a
moral that is related to life. But the women who narrated them, women like Nangelipennu, are no more. Today’s
children no longer have old-fashioned wooden cradles, they have pretty bunched ones of fine net. Old sweet
country songs have been forgotten and recorded music has taken their place.
But the heart of a child does not change. One day, when thunder roared and rain swished down, my son asked
me,
“What is that thudding on the roof, Amme?”
I knew what it was: sea water becomes water vapor, rises, cools, and falls as rain. When clouds collide, sparks
of electricity are ignited, and there is lightning and thunder. I knew, but all the same, I said to him,
“It is the Lord of the Skies making ready for war.”
4
Had the guests in the northern pandal been served? It was time to make coffee for those who were seated in the
middle room. Had the guests in the inner hall been given tamboolam?
Amma tried to be everywhere—she had to attend to every detail, she had to supervise as well as organize. She
must take care to say a few words to every person who came. Last time there had been complaints, and there
would not be an occasion like this for a long time. It wasn’t easy, making sure that everything was just right.
She gave orders, whirled in and out of the house. The harsh reality suddenly turned her heart over when Mini
came to say good-bye, still in her bridal attire, her wedding garland knotted over her right hand. Today was her
daughter’s wedding! Mini was married now, and about to go away, become part of another family. Her adored
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youngest child.
She pretended to have no such thoughts and looked at Mini. What a lovely bride she was. Were they tears of
joy, or of the sadness of departure, that she saw in the long, moist, wide eyes? Sreedevi Amma laid her hand on
her daughter’s shoulder and then suddenly sat down because she could not bear it. Mini knelt and touched her
mother’s feet. When Sreedevi Amma placed her hands on Mini’s head in blessing, it seemed as if her whole life
flowed into them.
Mini’s face was flushed and her eyes were misted. Her chest heaved and fell as if she had to hold a strong
emotion in check. She touched her mother’s feet, then her own forehead, and rose. Neither said a word. Even their
tears seemed to hold themselves back in deference to the occasion.
“You must start now, Mini, before the auspicious period is over,” said her father. “Rahu kalam\fn{Inauspicious
periods, which are to be avoided. It is not advisable to set out on a journey or to undertake any task during this period } will soon begin.
Everyone is ready to leave.”
Mini looked at her father, her eyes filled with tears, and walked slowly away. Neither said goodbye. The
formulae of parting seemed too inadequate. If she bent down now and touched her father’s feet, what if her pentup emotions exploded?
The car waited at the entrance and the bride and bridegroom climbed in. Mini turned back once, as if she
wanted to draw the image of the house where she had been born into her eyes. Then she pulled the edge of her
wedding sari over her face and bent her head. Sreedevi Amma wanted to cry out, “Don’t cry, child, please don’t
cry—” but she did not say anything. Immersed in her thoughts, she waited till the car turned the bend in the road.
Then she quickly wiped away her tears, taking care that no one saw her, and hurried back into the house.
The familiar routine again. Where was the key to the cupboard? Was there coffee for everyone? The poor were
being fed now. She must make sure that they were served plenty of payasam. There was so much she had to
attend to. The bustle continued till the evening by which time most of the guests had left.
Sreedevi Amma went to the bedroom to rest. Her eldest son was packing his things. She asked,
“Do you really have to leave tomorrow, Kuttan?”
“How can I stay longer, Amme? I’ve only five days left, and I have to spend four of them in the train. They
won’t give me a day more because of the emergency.”
Her eldest daughter was leaving as well. Her husband had not come with her since the children could not miss
school. No one had time to spare. Everyone was terribly busy. How complicated life had become!
Sreedevi Amma had wanted to suggest that one of the grandchildren live with her. But there were no Englishmedium schools in this rural area, nor nursery schools with ayahs. Ah well, as long as they were all right,
wherever they were. She saw them off without tears or protests. The wedding guests had left. The pandal was
dismantled. Only a faint scent of withered jasmine and perfume lingered.
She felt lonely for the first time in her life. As if she had forgotten something, lost something. She wandered
aimlessly through the empty rooms. Everything lay in confusion. Mini’s veena that used to stand against the wall
was no longer there, although her sewing machine was. There were vermilion stains on the mirror. A photograph
of Mini in a dance pose hung on the wall. It had been taken ten years ago, at the school anniversary. Mini had
been passionately fond of sports. How often had she scolded the child for being wild and boyish.
Someone had hung a little toy aeroplane by a silk thread on one of the blades of the fan. Deepu, perhaps? He
was such a naughty little boy. Like Unni. His grandmother spoiled him a great deal, this eldest son of her eldest
son. She removed the plane and tried to straighten it She did not understand the mechanism of these newfangled
toys.
Reshmi’s little dress lay under the cot. It looked grimy and dusty. They must have forgotten to take it with
them. Reshmi’s mother was so careless. Sreedevi Amma reached out for the dress and sniffed it. It felt like the
cheeks of the adorable little girl. She could see her now as she ran in, after her bath, still wet, the curls on her
forehead flying.
She heard a footstep outside and hurried to see who it was. An old beggar. She gave him a coin and watched
him leave. Poor man! Perhaps he did not have a home, or children of his own. Perhaps they had all grown up.
Sreedevi Amma sighed.
The household chores were done. The servants had left The house was silent and deserted. Harvested fields lay
around it. A cow lowed for a missing calf. Sreedevi Amma thought how on evenings like this when the children
came back from school, they loved to tumble in the white sand of the courtyard. They would scamper all over the
kitchen, the bedrooms, and the attic, till they wore her patience out. One of them would hit another, both would
cry, and the others would hoot with laughter. What an uproar they used to make! There were occasions when
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Sreedevi Amma would hold her head in her hands and lament,
“Guruvayurappan! These little sparrows make my head spin with their clamor!”
Life had been a ruthless heaving sea in those days. Caught in the ebb and flow of duty, she was always busy
and worked tirelessly, day and night. There may have been goals she had wanted to reach—what were they? Had
she achieved them? Sreedevi Amma searched her soul.
Her first baby was born within a year of her marriage. She had said to her husband, holding the little one close
to her,
“Let’s make Unni a doctor.”
“Why not an engineer?”
Unni’s father laughed, as he always did. He could never be serious about anything. His mind was as
uncluttered as a child’s!
In spite of Sreedevi Amma’s dream, Unni became neither a doctor nor an engineer. He worked in a government
concern in a distant town.
She had wanted Shoba to become a great musician. But Shoba had forgotten all her music now, and lived
quietly and contentedly with her husband, a college professor.
Revi and Rema lived abroad. They had won distinctions in the subjects they had chosen to study. They wrote
occasionally. It was Mini who usually replied to them. Mini often said to her mother,
“Let them all go away, Amme, my older brothers and sisters. I’ll stay with you. I’ll never leave you.”
Mini did well at her studies, but had not wanted to work. And then, of course, she did marry. Her husband
seemed to have much in common with her. When Sreedevi Amma saw them seated together in the wedding hall,
her own happiness had moved her to tears.
“Be happy, Mini! May both of you know great happiness. We feel fulfilled.”
*
They had moved to their own home after the tarawad was partitioned. The only possessions they had at the
time were five small children and a stretch of barren land; all demanded attention and had to be tended with care.
The earth required seed and manure, the little ones needed love and schooling. Failing to provide either of these
needs was to fail to provide both. Sreedevi Amma and her husband worked ceaselessly. Her obstinate
determination that the children should do well became an obsession. If Unni scored a single mark less than she
had calculated, she would first hit him and then lament, striking her forehead. She had pawned her jewels and
vessels on occasion, or mortgaged the land to pay their school fees.
And so those days had passed. The children were independent now, and she did not have to worry about them
any more. Everything seemed wonderful on the surface.
For the first time in her life, that day, she was aware of a piercing sense of the sadness of things. Happiness
was an illusion, it did not exist. The worries, the obsessions, the heartaches that had been part of the race for
happiness were, in reality, true joy. The days when work piled up. The nights she could not sleep. The lack of
money. The excitement with which she waited for the results of the examinations. If only the obligations one
owed one’s children were never fulfilled!
The heady scent of jasmine wafted in with the evening air. If Mini had been here, she would have plucked
every flower, to make a garland. She would have scattered flowers all over the floor and even tucked a strand in
her mother’s graying hair. Sreedevi Amma hated to see the flowers plucked. She preferred to have them open out
fully on their stems. But Mini would argue,
“Why does a plant need flowers, Amme? They’ll have withered by tomorrow. See, how good they look on our
hair, how sweet they smell!”
It was true. Flowers withered so quickly on a plant, and then, one could no longer smell them. And yet, when
Sreedevi Amma saw the jasmine denuded of all its buds, she could not help it, she felt unhappy. It seemed to her
like a mother separated from her children. Today, however, when she went to the jasmine bower, she unthinkingly
plucked a few buds. Oh, well, she could put them in the reading room. If she did not make this small concession,
Mini’s absence would drive her mad.
She heard a sudden outburst of laughter from the fields. Mini’s father was on his way home. There was
someone with him. This explosive laugh was his birthright. What a man! How could he bring himself to laugh
today like an innocent child?
She had forgotten to make the Horlicks he usually drank at this time. Mini used to have it ready for him. The
two of them clowned all the time like little children. And if she complained that he indulged his daughter too
much, he would say,
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“Ah, Muthassi, you must excuse her. She’s a child, and bound to be playful. Don’t take it all so seriously.”
Sreedevi Amma went to the kitchen to mix the Horlicks. Mini’s father called out,
“Mini’s mother! Look, the mangoes have begun to ripen on The Smiling Mango Tree. I’ve plucked a couple
for you. They smell wonderful!”
They had planted the mango tree the day Mini was born. It was she who had named it “The Smiling Mango
Tree.” They had put a swing up in its branches. Mini would go high up on it, breathe the fragrance of the
blossoms, and chant,
“Smiling Mango Tree, pour out your honey.”
She remembered the times when the children sat up all night, to pluck the mangoes as soon as they were ripe.
Windblown memories from the past lay scattered in the empty spaces underneath the tree.
Sreedevi Amma wiped her eyes and handed the Horlicks to her husband. She did not speak, but he knew. He
chided her, affectionately,
“Foolish girl! Why are you crying? Should we cry when our children go forward into the new lives?”
But she continued to sob. He caught her hand and held it close.
“Do you remember, Mini’s mother? It was forty years ago that we came here together. This was a forest at the
time. We cleared it, planted fruit trees, tended them till they bore fruit We had children. We brought them up,
educated them, set them up in life. And now we’re alone once more. It’s all for the best Look at that nest there. It
was crowded with eggs and little ones for a few days. I still remember how I watched you looking at the mother
feed its young from her beak. The nest is empty now. But so many other birds have built their nests in our garden.
Life is change, and we have to change too. And so, Mini’s mother, I’ll tell you what you must do now. Just like
the poet Vylopilli sang,
Rub chunam on a betel leaf and give it to me.
Let us honor this auspicious night
With our own celebration.

Sreedevi Amma could not help it, she laughed through her tears. And then she saw that tears were also
streaming down the laughing face of Mini’s father.
5
I wonder whether you know who I am? My name is Shanti Majumdar. I am ninety years old. I was born in a
small village in East Bengal, and I grew up there. I gave birth to nine children, seven boys and two girls. I
sacrificed five of them for India and four for Pakistan.\fn{ This story is set in 1971, when the people of East Pakistan fought
for their independence and Bangladesh was established } Then I adopted a whole new generation as my children and
grandchildren. I wanted to die in the country in which I was born. All my ancestors were born on its soil and
ultimately became part of it. If the freedom fighters had not lifted Shanti Muthassi on their shoulders and brought
her away, she would have fallen on the battlefield and attained her salvation with dignity.
You are surprised that I fear nothing? Why should I fear anything? After all, none of Shanti’s children were
cowards. India is my country. The bones of five of my children lie moldering here. But Shanti Muthassi did not
want to come into this country as a foreigner and a refugee. Perhaps you find it difficult to understand, my
children, that Bharat was not just a handful of earth to us. She was a divine mother, green and fertile, full of sweet
fruits and clear water. We meditated on the thousands of swords shining in her hands, and we brought up our
children. And then we gave up our children so that Bharat might be free.
Have you heard of those brave unselfish soldiers, who lost their lives in the early years of the struggle for
India’ freedom? Do tales like theirs exist in the history you were taught?
Memories foam to the surface of my mind, and make my flesh tingle. They are memories not of one person, or
of one family, they are memories of the pitiful story of an entire country. Shanti Majumdar’s story will make this
clear to you. Listen now …
Our house was in the central region of what is now called East Pakistan. It was the zamindari, the large estate,
that lay on the left side of the river Padma as it flowed eastward to the sea. Floods occurred frequently, and when
they did, the villagers usually took shelter in the big hall behind the Durga temple in the village. The married
women of the Majumdar family would, however, sit on the balcony of their elegant mansion and watch the waters
of the Padma in their destructive dance. They never left the antahpuram and never met men other than their
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husbands. People used to recall how when the beloved wife of our younger uncle, Abani Majumdar, went into
labor and was in excruciating pain, he wanted a doctor to be fetched from the town. But the eldest Majumdar, who
also had the title of Raja Saheb, would not hear of it. Custom had decreed that if the women of the Majumdar
household fell ill, the only man who would be permitted to enter the inner rooms was Kalan, the God of Death.
I was nine years old when I came into this household in a covered palanquin, dressed as a bride in red silk,
with vermilion fresh in the parting of my hair. I never went out of the house again until I was fifty. When my
eldest son, Dhirendu, was in college, he had begged me to go as far as the main entrance to the house, to meet one
of his friends. Later, when the Governor Saheb and his wife visited us, my husband tried to persuade me to go and
receive them.
I never agreed to any such requests. It was unthinkable for women born in the second half of the nineteenth
century to do so. We were shocked at the very idea of breaking rules. But what could we do when our own
children began to break them?
When husbands take one side and children the other, how does one deal with the terrible conflict of ideals that
results? Whose side does one take? How can you ever understand, my children, how agonizing such
confrontations can be?
The Majumdar family was pro-British. We had lands and zamindaris in many areas. In addition, my husband
was a Rai Bahadur, an honorary judge, and a member of the esteemed Advisory Committee to the British
Government. The Governor and the Viceroy were frequent guests in our house. When our eldest son, Dhirendu,
completed his B.A, we wanted him to join the Indian Civil Service. My husband said,
“Rai Bahadur is only a title after all. If he joins the I.C.S.,\fn{ Indian Civil Service} he will have wealth and
authority.”
As for Dhirendu, he went back and forth between Calcutta and our village, unaware of all the great plans for
his future. He was handsome, a good student, and a man of few words. He was known and loved for his
compassion. Often, he would gather a group of poor people around him, arrange for them to sleep in the stable, or
in the dark room over the bathing tank, and have food sent over from the house. He used to ask me for large sums
of money to help them. The praise heaped on Dhirendu fell sweetly on my ears.
One night, he brought a woman in purdah to the antahpuram.
“Amme,” he said, “this is an ascetic of the Bhairava sect. She has taken a vow of silence and will not speak to
anyone. I want her to stay in the small room next to your prayer room. Don’t allow the servants to serve her food,
please serve her yourself.”
How happy that made me! At an age when young men seek the company of women, here was Dhirendu
offering an ascetic hospitality. The yogini sat in the little dark room, reading and scribbling all the time. Dhiren
would take out huge bundles of paper from the room. They often sounded as if they were chanting mantrams
together. Whenever I took them food, the woman would cover her face and move to a corner. I presumed she did
this because I was not her disciple and she did not know me.
On a new moon night, when it was raining heavily and the river was in flood, Dhirendu called me.
“The yogini is leaving today, Amme. She wants to see you and give you her blessing. Come.”
He pulled away the ochre robe that covered the yogini’s face. I drew back, terrified.
It was a young man! He could have been Dhiren’s elder brother, they looked so alike. He folded his hands and
said,
“Forgive me, Amme! I am Surra Sen. They call me Masterda.\fn{ Because he was a schoolteacher by profession} We
worship our motherland as Mahakali, with daggers and discs in each of her hundred hands, her hair drenched in
the blood of her enemies, wearing a chain made of skulls. But today, for the first time, I have seen the Devi in her
Annapurneswari form, as compassion incarnate. Bless me, that this image may be part of my meditation.”
Masterda bent down, his tears flowing, and touched the dust of my feet. I wept too. Was this really Surra Sen,
the famous revolutionary? He who had performed such awesome deeds! They called him a traitor to the country!
The police force was frantically trying to track him down! My heart flowed into my hands, as I placed them on his
head.
“Surra Sen! No, Masterda! The mother who bore you must be my elder sister.”
It was growing late. The boat lay waiting on the Padma. He climbed in with Dhiren. While I stood still,
watching, the boat moved over the turbulent waters and was lost to sight. Shanti Majumdar, the woman of the
antahpuram, died at that moment. A new Mother of Bengal was born.
Soon, I began to discover all that was happening in the country. But I pretended I knew nothing. I deliberately
led two lives. A few days later, Surra Sen was apprehended by the police and sentenced to the gallows. When
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Dhirendu’s father heard the news, he said,
“Look at that. Now, traitors like him are sure to be punished in the end. They insist on making trouble for
themselves. Do you know, just yesterday the Governor said to me, ‘Your eldest son is a brave man, Majumdar
Saheb! I’ve made up my mind to have him enrolled in the police.’”
I found it difficult to hold back my tears. Was I weeping for Surra Sen’s death? Or at the thought of my son
becoming a police commissioner? Oh, never mind. Dhiren continued to bring people in all sorts of disguises to
the house, even after Masterda’s death, and I gave them all shelter.
But suddenly one day, the situation exploded. When the police chief told Rai Bahadur Niharendu Majumdar
that his son was a wanted man and that they were searching for him everywhere, he came into the antahpuram
and shouted,
“No, I do not have a son like that! My eldest son is dead!” Then he turned to me.
“If that traitor comes here, I forbid you to give him even a mouthful of water to drink. He has to be handed
over at once to the police,” he ordered.
I listened, and, devoted and dutiful wife that I was, I still continued to help my son on many occasions. I gave
him everything he asked for. Often, I pleaded with him,
“My son, don’t go on with this. Promise me you won’t—”
Before he became involved in the Chittagong conspiracy, Dhirendu said to me,
“Do you know, Amme, that in ancient times, the mothers of Greece offered their eldest sons to the Goddess of
War in sacrifice. To die for the land in which you were born is to attain salvation. You are Devi, Amme. Give up
your eldest son for your motherland. You will still have eight children.” I began to cry.
“A mother is greater than the country, my son. She has a heart and it will break. A country, after all, is only soil
and stone.” Dhiren kissed my forehead.
“No, Amme, no. A country is made up of millions of mother’s hearts. Hearts that feel pain, that suffocate and
weep. If I die for the freedom of this grieving. country, you must sing Vande Mataram\fn{A patriotic song composed in
1858} with a smile. Promise me that you’ll smile, Amme!”
He touched the dust of my feet and sped away.
News came later that he had died in a blast of dynamite during an attack on the arsenal. His father went insane
with rage and grief. But I sang Vande Mataram in his father’s hearing, weeping and laughing, screaming like a
madwoman, louder and louder:
You who wield sharp swords in your many hands—

My children, I am so thirsty! My throat is parched, give me some water. Cold, cold water. Ah-h, that’s enough.
I should not have spoken of all this now. Or even thought of it. For I have become an outsider, a refugee, asking
for your kindness. People have forgotten Dhirendu Majumdar long ago. Why should they remember his mother?
Dhiren’s ghost haunted his younger brothers. Sharadindu, who had gone to London to become a barrister, shot
an Englishman at the entrance to India House and then committed suicide. Nityendu and Satyendu would not go
to college at all! Their father’s health broke down, he became paralyzed and bedridden. The lands were
confiscated. And yet, children, the Majumdar house still remains famous. For it became a home for all the
freedom fighters.
Tarakeshwar was arrested in the cellar of the house. Ganesh Ghosh, Savitri, and Kalpana were all constant
visitors. Have you heard of Preeti Wadeddar? She was a close friend of my daughter Minati. Poor girl, she really
did not have the makings of a revolutionary. The sight of blood made her feel faint and tears frightened her. Who
would have believed that this was the girl who would throw a bomb at the European Club in Pahartali in
Chittagong and then swallow potassium cyanide in order to escape capture?
The freedom you now enjoy is soaked in their blood. Nityendu, Satyendu, and Minati did not live to see that
freedom. The Congress Party was established, and then came Gandhiji. When Gandhiji felt that Gopinath did not
deserve a pardon, I argued,
“Bapuji, remember that history will not pardon you. Courage is not a crime. Our Bengali youths kill or die for
their country and so become immortal.”
At the end of it all, when the country was partitioned according to religion and community, Trailokya
Chakraborty said to Nehru,
“Why did you decapitate Bengal? Who asked you to divide us? There is neither Hindu nor Muslim here. The
Bengalis are one, and have always been so. If head and body are severed from each other, the very planets will
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take revenge. The sun and moon will be eclipsed! Wait and see!”
The eclipse has taken place and devoured everything! We too considered fleeing to India at the time of the
partition. Then we wondered why should we do so. It was all the same, being here or there. If we served the
country unitedly, we felt that all would go well, no matter where we were.
And so we plunged into the service of the new nation. Once again, people gathered under the roof of the
dilapidated Majumdar mansion to meet Mataji. We walked with Gandhiji to Noakhali. We established a relief
camp for the refugees in Chittagong. A friendship committee assembled in Dhaka. We took great care to break no
laws.
In spite of this, the authorities were suspicious of us. Shubendu who was a professor in Dhaka was dismissed.
Samarendu was refused a doctor’s license. Yogendu died while taking part in relief work after the floods.
This has always been Bengal’s destiny, children! Nature herself is violent in Bengal—the sea continually
attacks the land and overcomes it, whirlwinds blow and the Padma floods over. Cholera and starvation rage over
the land. You know that such disasters cannot be confronted in terms of community and religion.
My younger daughter, Laila, married a Muslim. We all lived together. Those were the days when we listened in
delight to my little three-year-old granddaughter, Naseema, sing Tagore’s Sonar Banglaa. She was the child the
soldiers snatched away, dashed to the ground, and killed.
It is all over children! All, all over. All that was left to me at the end was the soil that was both mother and
daughter to me, the soil on which I was born, my Bengal, with its turbulent rivers and lakes, its restless people.
But that too is lost to me now. Mujibur Sahiblo once said to me,
“Shanti Devi, you are the reflection of Bengal! You are mother and grandmother. Bless Bengal, that it may be
free once more.”
I had very little blood left in my body. Still, I cut my index finger and placed a thilakam on his forehead.
“You must triumph, my son! Return victorious! May you succeed in making Bengal free!”
The freedom fighters who were Shanti Muthassi’s grandchildren lifted her up and fled, and brought her to
India. They call her a refugee here, a supplicant! A foreigner! Tell me, Indira, is it true, has Shanti Majumdar
come here as a refugee?
Is the mother of Dhiren, Samaren, Satyen, and Nityen a foreigner on this soil?
I, who am in the land of Tagore, of Sarat Chandra, of C. R Das, of Netaji, I ask you this: does Shanti Majumdar
belong here, or is she a foreigner? If you say this is not my country. I do not want to die here. Oh, my tears flow
again, my head reels. No, I will not weep. Dhirendu Majumdar’s mother will not weep. Come, let us sing the song
we used to sing then, long ago,
You who wield sharp swords in your many hands!
You of the sweet fruit, clear water,
You, green and fertile,
Mataram, Vande Mataram. …

33.83 & 69.63 1. On With The Show 2. The Point Beyond The Limit: Two Short Stories\fn{by Ashapurna Devi
(1909-1995)} Potoldanga, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (F) 9
1
Gayatri stood before the mirror a long time, carefully examining herself—front view, side view. What was it
she had? Was there anything so special about the way she looked that the whole male race should be ogling her, as
Sripati so weirdly imagined?
How could one rid him of this absurd notion, which was searing Sripati’s mind and grating on Gayatri’s nerves
every moment?
Of course, being considered alluring by men did give one a sense of deep pleasure—shameful it might be to
admit as much; but denying it would be equally a lie. Gayatri could make no claims to such allure, however; she
had sense enough to see that.
Did Sripati not see it too? Was he blind? Why was he so bedeviled night and day? What did those men do, who
had truly beautiful wives? What violent fires must be consuming their tortured hearts?
Gayatri felt angry. Insulted. And sad too.
What reason had Sripati to burn so incessantly? Whenever a male relative visited their home, all Sripati’s plans
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for the day would be immediately shelved! No matter how important the work he had in hand. He would not even
stop to consider how old or young their visitor was, it was such a fixation.
Why, only the other day, he was on his way to the eye specialist. When her cousin-in-law Rajen dropped in to
invite them to his daughter’s wedding, Sripati immediately stopped in his tracks.
Now Rajen was a great talker. He rattled on about the current market for bridegrooms, their relative prices, and
so forth, showing no signs of hurry. And Sripati too stayed put. Yet his appointment time had been fixed. In the
end, the trip to the doctor was dropped.
To hell with his eyes. How could he leave behind the apple of his eyes when that other pair of lustful eyes was
on her, swallowing her whole?
Apart from her father and brothers, all other male relatives were debarred from entering this house. It had
become an unwritten rule. Many of them had been frequent visitors at first, in those first few months when
Gayatri had still been newly married. But not now. Sripati’s expression of silent disapproval had worked better
than an out-right notice of eviction.
Well and good. Gayatri had become adjusted to this state of affairs. Whatever people might make of it, they
had kept their thoughts to themselves. But the deep flaw in Sripati’s character had never been made so amply
evident as had happened the day before.
And yet the same drama was to be re-enacted again this day.
What had happened was this.
In her school life, Gayatri had made quite a name as a dancer and singer: she had given several recitals before
she was married. But that was another Gayatri, now long buried. Now, eight years later, a horde of young people
had descended on her suddenly, determined to unearth her buried talents.
Some of the ground had been cleared the day before, and they were coming back again today. The boys were
from her old neighborhood, near her parents’ place.
When Gayatri was married, these boys had been in shorts, still playing marbles. Now they were all responsible
young men running a voluntary service society—the Benevolent Brethren of the Distressed, or some such
mouthful of a name it had. A charity show was being put on by them, a variety program of sorts, for which tickets
would be sold, proceeds to go toward the “alleviation of hunger.” A worthy cause!
So far so good. If they had come to sell her expensive tickets, Gayatri would have willingly agreed. Sripati was
neither poor nor miserly.
But that wasn’t it. Their demand was more forceful. They wanted Gayatri in person! According to them,
Gayatri’s voice in itself was more valuable than any donation she could make. They had roped in old Rekhadi as a
veteran hand, and had come along in a body to persuade Gayatri to join them too.
Gayatri had simply laughed off the idea at first.
“Sing in public? Are you crazy? Just as well you didn’t say dance too! Isn’t that on your program too? Sorry,
but I’ve forgotten how to sing.”
“What rot! Once people learn something, they never forget.”
“Don’t they? But they do when they get old.”
Now all the boys burst out laughing.
“Old! You? Then what would you call Rekhadi? Decrepit?”
“Rekhadi?”
Gayatri glances toward the lady, smiles faintly, and replies:
“Oh, she’s not to be counted. Rekhadi will be eternally young.”
The lady had somehow squeezed her almost cubical frame into a chair, and was busy catching her breath all
this while. Now she came out in full form:
“Of course, I will! Not like you, my dear, old before your time! Tsk, tsk. What have you done to yourself, eh?
Good lord, we all get married, surely. But whoever goes under the way you have! Forgotten the world, you’re so
immersed in each other!”
“Now stop it, Rekhadi! You’re just the same as ever!”
“Why ever not? Expect me to change completely, like you? Anyway, let’s drop all this nonsense. Just come
along now!”
A peal of laughter from Gayatri.
“Come.”
“What do you mean? Where to?”
“Where to? To hell, that’s where! Honestly, the way you carry on! The boys were right, after all. ‘Will she
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agree to come, if we go on our own?’ That’s why they dragged me along. And I’ve come with my mind made up:
you’re coming with us, even if I have to drag you by the hair, you rotten girl!”
Go with them! Gayatri wouldn’t dream of it. How could she, in Sripati’s absence, traipse off with a bunch of
neighborhood boys to some club office or other? She could forget about re-entering the house then; that was the
horrible reality. But since she couldn’t very well tell them so, she tried to make a joke of it:
“This is a lawyer’s house, don’t forget! You could be arrested for “trespassing,” “use of violence,” “plunder
and theft,” and a heap of such charges!”
“Lump your lawyer! A fig for such small fry! I, Rekha Bhattacharji, can spin circles round even a High Court
judge! Bijoy, ask them to start the car. Gayatri, look snappy. I’ll give you just one minute to powder your nose.”
All Gayatri’s attempts at finding excuses were simply swept away by a torrent of words. Rekhadi just would
not accept that leaving the house for a couple of hours could cause so many problems.
“Bone lazy, that’s what you’ve become, my girl. That’s all the more reason why you have to come out. Not as
if you have such an enormous establishment to run anyway. Just the two of you, lord and lady. So why all this
fuss? You should be gallivanting around all day! Now, take me; I have four mini-monsters to tackle, and I still
have more time of my own than you.”
Impossible to withstand such an onslaught. Still Gayatri made a last feeble effort:
“That’s exactly what the problem is, there being just the two of us. If he comes home and finds the bird flown,
he’ll pass out.”
“Let him, just let him! You can fan him back to his senses when you get back and do your good deed as a
virtuous wife! Oof, how marriage can ruin someone so! No one else has ever had a husband, of course. And no
other man has ever loved his wife! Hmph! Now where’s that maid of yours? She was hanging around all this
time! Hey girl! Come here. Listen, I’m taking your missus or madam, or whatever you call her, off with me.
When your master comes home, tell him a gang of dacoits and their lady chieftain have kidnapped her!”
“Aw, you’re quite impossible, Rekhadi! Okay, I’ll join you tomorrow. Forget about today, there’s nothing
arranged.”
“Hang your arrangements! You’ll have to start rehearsals with those girls tomorrow. That’s what we have to
decide today. It’s fine for these boys to say, ‘Rekhadi, we leave everything to you.’ They can relax and twirl their
sweet young whiskers and leave all the headaches to me. Like it’s my own mother-in-law’s funeral! And with just
four days in hand!”
There was nothing Gayatri could do but agree. But she got into the car only on one condition: that she could
get back home by five o’clock.
“Yes, yes, agreed! Oh dear, she’s such a heavy weight! Almost impossible to budge. Lord, may I never in any
afterlife, ever be a lawyer’s wife! What conceit!”
So Gayatri explained the matter carefully to the maid, and came away most reluctantly.
“So much effort spent on just bringing you out of the house, Gayatri. Far easier to move a mountain perhaps!”
Flushed with joy at their success, one of the boys ventured this cheap crack.
Gayatri smiled weakly.
“Well, it served as a test of your capabilities, didn’t it?” she said. Her heart was thumping madly now. The only
thing was to get back home before Sripati. But even that was not to be!
It was the usual scene. The benevolent brothers became so engrossed in conversation that anybody listening
from outside might have thought it was a wedding party. All kinds of fantastic ideas were thrown up. Imagination
ran riot for hours. And then it all had to be pruned down more practically. Finally, when it was dark outside, the
meeting had to break up.
Gayatri realized suddenly that it was past five o’clock—ninety-five minutes past the hour!
She stood up agitatedly. And even then, more time passed before they could finally disperse. They extracted a
promise from her to come back the next day before they let her go.
“Who’s dropping her back?” One of the boys answered Rekhadi’s question:
“Shivajida’s already waiting near the car. Shivajida!”
Now who was that? Gayatri hadn’t met him! And the da would mean someone older than the boys here. Oh
hell! How much older? Gayatri’s heart shuddered. These young boys with hardly a faint down on their lips, even
they could have upset Sripati. Thank God he hadn’t seen them! Imagine his reaction to an older escort!
“Hell’s bells,” she thought. She said hurriedly:
“Couldn’t one of you drop me instead? Why bother the other gentleman?”
But as luck would have it, the gentleman in question walked in just then and answered her himself.
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“This poor gentleman has explicit instructions: twice every day, until the show is over, he must accept the
bother of picking you up and dropping you back! So come along now. You needn’t feel embarrassed.”
It was a straight and simple enough request. How was he to know the cause for Gayatri’s embarrassment? It
was not just politeness, was it?
How lucky Rekhadi was. Such a free and uncomplicated life, it made Gayatri envious.
How could she let these people in on the demeaning secret of her own life? How could she tell them how
petrified she was at the thought of driving home alone with Shivaji? As if the sky were crashing on her head!
No, that she couldn’t. So regardless of the impending calamity, she had to get into the car.
“So you’re coming again tomorrow?”
Gayatri thought this question from Rekhadi gave her a good opportunity to back out. She made a show of
annoyance and said:
“What’s the use of my coming? Is any work ever done? All we did is chat! No fears, I’m not coming again!”
“You think they’ll let you off so easily?” Shivaji chuckled. “You don’t know these benevolent brothers then!”
Gayatri just smiled quietly for want of a suitable reply. And anyway, she was too distraught now to make polite
conversation. God alone knew what lay in store for her that evening. What one dreads most inevitably happens. At
the moment she got out of the car, she saw Sripati waiting there in person. So even a little subterfuge like
“Rekhadi dropped me back” was out of the question.
Yet Shivaji was no monster after all. Just a very ordinary young man, looking a few months younger than
Gayatri perhaps.
Sripati was pacing up and down the road.
He had come home and been told of the whole incident by the maid. And for the last two hours he had been
pacing back and forth like a caged beast.
Not a drink of water, not even a wash-up.
“Who was that smart aleck? Quite a Romeo!”
Gayatri was steeling herself mentally. She said with annoyance:
“What kind of language is that? Just a young fellow—”
“Oh yes! A little bottle-fed toddler, wasn’t he? So where was it you went?”
“To hell,” Gayatri would have liked to reply. But no, Sripati’s temper was very uncertain; no knowing where it
might lead. So she swallowed her anger and tried to sound natural instead.
“Awf, you can’t imagine! What a shindy\fn{ Noisy disturbance} in the middle of the afternoon! Rekhadi arrived
out of nowhere and she wouldn’t take ‘no’ for an answer. I just couldn’t shake her off.”
“Now that's something I just can’t believe. If one really wants to avoid something, one can. What was it all
about anyway? Why this sudden overflow of affection on Rekhadi’s part?”
“There’s always a reason, of course.” Gayatri sounded a little irritated.
“Now tell me, who gave you permission to ride off with a bunch of loafers?” Sripati's words were loaded with
acid. He was never so openly harsh, normally. But then, Gayatri had never given him such an opportunity before.
She hardly visited her parents’ home. Not even a passing vendor had she ever ventured to hail.
“So I’m just a slave. I hadn’t realized till now.”
And she walked away to the window to cool down.
“That’s it! Try a lot of big talk now! When you know very well that I dislike such things. So what did Rekhadi
want, may I know?”
Gayatri, now desperate, rattled it all out in one breath.
“Not Rekhadi. It’s those boys from my old neighborhood. They’re putting up a charity show and they want me
to sing for it.”
“Oh really! Just sing? Not dance too?”
Sripati gave a sneering laugh.
“They couldn’t find another singer in the country, yes?”
“Well, maybe not anyone as good as me!” And Gayatri smiled in triumph.
But Sripati was in no mood now to be won over by smiles. There was an ugly leer on his face.
“Go sing and exhibit yourself in public for money; it’s the done thing in respectable families!”
“Mind your language,” Gayatri said. “The maid’s standing there listening! Look, you’re saying that, but isn’t it
true that everyone’s doing so these days?”
“Everyone? Not everyone! Just half a dozen shameless females from those ultra-fashionable families. And
they’ve dazzled the rest of you! Well anyway, just let those fellows know they can’t try such nonsense here. And
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that’s that!”
“Can’t say that now; I’ve given them my word.”
“Given your word? So what? Your head’s not at stake! Pack them off when they come tomorrow. Tell them,
my husband doesn’t approve.”
“How can I say a thing like that?”
Now it was Sripati’s turn to look amazed.
“‘My husband doesn’t approve.’ What’s wrong with saying that? Is every man supposed to approve of his wife
singing and dancing around in public?”
“If you put it like that, it does sound bad. But I don’t see anything wrong in it really.”
Gayatri was trying her best to gather some courage.
“You may not, but I do, that’s all! There’s nothing more to be said.”
But that couldn’t put an end to the topic. The verbal battle carried on, shot for shot. His wife was not such a
beauty, but she seemed to keep Sripati’s heart constantly afire. Now the sparks from those flames flew out in his
words. He said:
“What a time to visit a gentleman’s home! Mid-afternoon. Such innocent babes—how would they know! They
wouldn’t dare face me, or I’d show them!”
“How would you do that? Throw them out by the neck, I suppose?”
“Sure, if it came to that! ‘By the neck’ is putting it mildly. They should be horsewhipped, the twerps!”
And so he carried on and on, till he was so worked up that he lost all sense of proportion. For what he said was
quite devastating. If any woman felt embarrassed to make the simple statement, ‘My husband doesn’t approve,’
Sripati had nothing to say about her character, and the only way to straighten out such women was with the boot!
Those were his final words!
Gayatri was in no state to answer that. But she lay awake in bed for hours, trying to work certain things out.
Would half a bottle of spirit do to soak a whole sari? Was it impossible to get hold of a strong rope? Was the
distance from the second-floor balcony to the pavement below long enough? What could one do to fulfill a sudden
death wish at midnight? Take iodine?
*
All this was yesterday. Thoughts churned in her head while her blood was still boiling, until she finally fell
asleep.
Next morning, she was up and about as usual. There was plenty to do around the house, there being no cook or
any servants. This was not a necessary economy, but simply Sripati’s driving sense of “morals.” So she went
about her work in a mood as heavy as the monsoon sky. She had made up her mind. Her life had so little worth
anyway. What room was there in it for things like form and propriety? She would tell them it was impossible for
her to go, that’s all.
Even the maid had dared to come and say to her earlier that morning:
“What a scene the master created last evening! And no surprise! Once they develop this fixation, it can be
terrible, I tell you! I’ve gone through it myself, so I know. He’d beat me to a pulp at the slightest suspicion! At
least in your middle-class families they don’t raise their hands so easily.”
And she had swallowed that insult, too, without a word. What else could she do? Contradict her? Scold her?
That would have made it worse.
Sripati too had not said a word all morning. It wasn’t from anger, but more from a lack of courage. He didn’t
like the expression on Gayatri’s face. Well, perhaps he really did sound a bit too harsh last evening.
And of course he was feeling bad too. His love for her was genuine enough, but it was so all consuming; that’s
what caused all the problems!
On his way out to work Sripati picked up his courage and said:
“I suppose those boys will turn up to pester you again today? Well, simply tell them you’re not well. That’s
all.”
And he went off, asking the maid to shut the door after him.
As soon as Sripati turned his back, Gayatri asked the maid to have her meal, and went off to bed. She slept a
long time, and woke up only when the maid grew anxious and started knocking.
“It’s very late, ma’am, aren’t you going to eat?”
“No! I think I told you so. Go, have your lunch now.”
She got up then, and her eyes fell on the large mirror. Gayatri examined herself in it for a long time. Front
view, side view. What was so special about her looks that kept Sripati on tenterhooks all the time? Far better to
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have been really ugly. It would have spared him the torture of suspecting the whole world to have designs on her.
And Gayatri would have been spared too!
Suppose she caught smallpox now, became horribly disfigured overnight? A virulent pox, that’s it!
Chatter-ratter-rat! Was it a bolt of thunder breaking into her thoughts? No, it was someone at the front door.
Who could it be? Must be Shivaji!
She brushed off all poxy thoughts, ran a quick comb through her hair, changed into a fresh sari, and hurried
down.
The maid had answered the door by then. And Shivaji was not alone. Rekhadi had come too. Now how could
she say to these people, ‘No, I can’t go because my husband doesn’t approve?’ She couldn’t bring herself to say it,
not even under pain of death!
Rekhadi’s voice reached a pitch the moment she came in.
“So Her Majesty has arisen at last! Our hands were nearly falling off rattling that knocker so long! So, will her
ladyship deign to make her way now?”
Gayatri shook her head and laughed like a child.
“If I don’t, would you leave me in peace! I used to so enjoy my little afternoon naps; now there they go. How
did this savage invasion happen? You know when I got back last evening how absolutely mad he was? No tea for
him, and nothing to eat. Thank you, no. And that won’t be necessary. How he carried on! Today I had better be
ready for a regular thrashing. Or if not, at least the door slammed in my face!”
Gayatri was in peals of laughter.
“Let’s go now. And trust to luck.” And she asked the maid to lock the door.
She would have to have that door opened again in order to get in. Or would it be closed to her forever? Would
Sripati really not let her in? Would he thrash her? Nothing was impossible.
“Middle-class men don’t beat their wives.”
The maid had been wide of the mark there.
Not just one day, not even once in a while, but for Gayatri to go out every afternoon to give singing lessons!
And then go on stage and perform! With hundreds of men watching her!
If that didn’t make Sripati’s blood boil, what would?”
And yet, what else could Gayatri do? She had promised herself all morning to turn them away, to say, “I’m
helpless. I have no freedom; you see, my husband doesn’t approve.”
But the words had stuck in her throat.
How could she so lower herself in people’s eyes?
Better to be beaten by Sripati in private than face such indignity in public.
Maybe this is what she would do all her life: put up with reproaches, insults, even the boot! But she would not
throw open to public view the ugly scenes of her home life to outsiders. She would paint that life in the gaudiest
colors—to dazzle their eyes.
What else could she do? What other means did she have?
Shou1d she rebel?
Are you crazy? Gayatri was no fool! An open rebellion would lower Sripati in men’s eyes; how could Gayatri
then hold her head high and move up in society?
A woman who was unable to put her husband in her pocket might be an object of pity, never of respect.
So what else to do but pretend a bulge in that empty pocket and put on a big show for the whole world to see?
2
They all had to give up and return totally defeated!
Finally, Satinath himself decided to appear on the scene in the third floor of the house. He was annoyed and
said sharply:
“Chobi, there ought to be a limit even to bad manners—yes, I think there must be a limit. But there has been
no limit to the exhibition of bad manners and discourtesy that you treated us to in front of a house full of guests
for the wedding! You made me appear less than dust in front of all these friends and relations, and also made a
fool of yourself! Now have mercy on all of us and come with me.”
They did not have a sanction from the Corporation for an extra room on the roof—still this room was specially
built for Chobi with a tiled roof. Tonight there was no light in the tile-roofed room of Chobi. Only a few slanted
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lines of light coming from the decorated, well-lit pandal below lighted up the dark room somewhat, though very
dim.
Chobi was standing at the door of that room. One could see only the few fingers and just one side of her face.
But the expression on her face was not quite visible by that exposure. One could not see whether the expression
on her face was as hard as before, or whether it had mellowed a little. If she retained the earlier expression even
after Satinath had himself come to fetch her then one had to admit that like her husband Chobi must have become
mad! But then one could not tell quite definitely. Chobi spoke in a strange, dry voice:
“Dada, why did you take all this trouble to climb the steps? I have already said that—”
“Yes, I know,” Satinath’s voice was hurt and angry, “I know that each member of the family has come to beg
of you and that you have turned them out, each one of them, by saying that you will not have your dinner, that you
will not come downstairs. I understand your sister-in-law came to you with folded hands. Even then …”
One could not clearly see Chobi’s face even then. If Chobi could come out of the room, one could perhaps see
her expression, but then Chobi would not leave the room. As though someone had drawn the line of the limit
beyond which she must not move as they did to Sita in the Ramayana, and if she crossed that threshold she would
fall into the hands of Ravana. But Chobi could not find an opportunity to lock up the door and throw herself into
the bed as much as she would have loved to do so. There had been a ceaseless stream of people coming to ask her
to come down and join the wedding festivities.
“O Chobi, there are five hundred guests here downstairs. They are asking for you. Please come even for a little
while.”
“O Chobi, come, see what a handsome son-in-law your brother has acquired. Won’t you see him?”
“Aunty, you have left unfinished a few things in the room where the bride will be given away. Baba is losing
his temper. Please come quickly, for goodness’s sake.”
On and on.
But Chobi was unmoved. Chobi would not give in. Chobi said:
“I have a searing headache.”
Yet, nothing of significance had happened earlier in the day. Nothing ever happened if you come to think of it.
Chobi had been in charge of everything from the very beginning. Chobi was supervising the kitchen, the store
room, the dining room, the room where they worship the deity, from early morning—moving about like a meteor.
Nobody took notice when that unimportant event took place towards the evening. No one also bothered to notice
when Chobi had taken that small event to heart and had locked herself in the room. They looked for her when the
time for giving away the bride came. Where was Chobi? Where was she?
Where had Chobi kept the turmeric and kori? Where was the veil of the bride? Really, nothing can be found in
its place when one needs it! Of course, everything could be found in a minute—only one had to take the trouble to
look for them. They were all lying nearby. But then, one has to be near and pass every item, one by one—
otherwise wouldn’t it cause inconvenience? And then, not only turmeric and kori, or the veil—every detail and
every ceremonial requirement were at Chobi’s fingertips. How many things will the mother of the bride take care
of, alone? Didn’t she have to receive the guests?
Knowing all this, how could Chobi disappear just at the nick of time? Shame on her! She must be consoling
her husband who had been rebuffed. Now, was this the time for it? Who does not know that he is a mad man—he
might create another problem—why not give him a sleeping pill and come down to help on this busy day when a
wedding is on? When the wedding would be over, well she could then take the food of the festivities to her room
in the third storey and pamper her husband! But why now? Now, this is going beyond the limit!
The house is full of guests—and you are showing your temper—sticking to your husband in the room, saying:
“He won’t eat—I won’t either!”
Shame on her—what a handsome son-in-law, what fun and festivities, all the rites and ceremonies at the time
of giving away the bride—and she ignores them all? She is showing her temper even regards food? Are they
determined to go on a fast when there is an auspicious occasion, and so much food, fish and sweets and
everything? Wouldn’t her behavior bring bad luck to her own niece? Wouldn’t her brother, sister-in-law, all be put
in awful position? There should be a limit to one’s meanness, really!
Your brother is twenty years older than you, almost like a father. He has brought you up like a father would,
and didn’t he arrange your marriage too? And then, he is maintaining you and your husband the year round! He
has built a room for you in the third floor. If that priceless brother had scolded a mad man, or may be had pushed
him a little—should you behave like this? Isn’t there a thing called gratitude?
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How Chobi looked after committing such an act of ingratitude was the motive perhaps for so many of them to
crowd in front of the door of the tile-roofed room—as though there was a fun-fair on.
Some of them were also showing her sympathy. Quietly of course, because you couldn’t talk loudly if you
belonged to the party of the house-owner. It was better to say quietly “poor thing,” it was wiser to whisper:
“My heart breaks to see this, really. The younger brother-in-law is not in his senses—who does not know that
he is insane? He acted that way because he has no sense. But then, you are a normal person, you are the elder
brother. It is the day of your daughter’s wedding. You push your younger brother-in-law on such a special day?
You could do this only because your helpless younger sister is obliged to live under your roof! Had she been rich
and well-to-do, would you dare act in this way?”
But those very people, as soon as they returned downstairs, could not hide their wrath and started singing a
different tune. And why not? Are they Jesus Christ or are they Shri Chaitanya that they would be above anger and
displeasure? Instead of shedding tears at their sympathetic, kind words, Chobi had said:
“I am really not in a mood for these words! Please go downstairs.”
Then? Even Jesus Christ or Shri Chaitanya would have lost his equipoise!
All this had taken place in the early evening. At night, quite late in the night—when almost all the guests had
gone, when Satinath was feeling overwhelmed by the wonderful son-in-law he had acquired, and was
congratulating himself on his ability—suddenly he asked:
“Has Khitish eaten?”
Perhaps he remembered just then that when Khitish had brought in a whole heap of luchis, fried fish and
sweets and was about to start eating right in the midst of a roomful of people, he had lost his temper and had
pushed his brother-in-law out of the room where everyone was enjoying themselves, and this was an unbearably
uncivilized act on the part of Khitish.
Now, Satinath was not denying of course, that he had been rather harsh and hasty about the whole thing, but
then he was also made of flesh and blood.
The bridegroom’s party had arrived just then. Satinath was without food all that time because he was to give
away the bride. He was anxious, worried and nervous. How could he stand that terrible sight at this critical
moment? Satinath could not stand it, naturally. But he also did not expect that that mad man would be shattered
by this act of his either.
“He will wander back to the kitchen,” that is what he guessed. He understood everything when Chobi was
found absent throughout. It wasn’t only he who was inconvenienced by Chobi’s absence, the whole household had
turned topsy-turvy, and there was only one name that echoed all. Around:
“Chobi.”
“Chobi.”
Then the elder sister-in-law revealed the whole thing at the time of giving away the bride.
“I don’t know, but I heard that you have insulted our brother-in-law, you have pushed him out of the room—so
your sister has taken her husband to her room and will not come downstairs. Your brother-in-law had collected
some food after threatening the cooks. All that foodstuff got scattered near the stairs, in the verandah and courtyard—he actually threw them away himself in temper. But then he is mad, not normal—but your sister is not
mad.”
After this rational speech Satinath also felt mad with rage. It was good fortune that he was in the seat from
where he was giving away the bride or else he would have taught her a food lesson. But now he was feeling quite
generous, now he could enquire:
“Has Khitish eaten?”
He did not receive any favourable response. He was told that since early evening, at least fifty people had been
trying to coax Chobi to come downstairs, watch the wedding, visit, with the guests, partake of the feast. But
Chobi had remained unmoved like a mountain. She could not be persuaded to come downstairs. He heard this
story of uncivilized behaviour from his wife. After that, no one could expect that he would continue to remain
generous. He went upstairs in temper, and said:
“I fold my hands to you, Chobi, come and eat with us.”
Did Chobi’s voice quiver? Or did Satinath imagine it? Perhaps it was his imagination. Chobi said in a elear
voice:
“Why are you talking like this Dada. I told you I will not be able to eat, I cannot eat. I have a frightful
headache!”
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Satinath remembered the horrible sight of Khitish eating. And at once he thought of another point: even though
mad, he is her husband. He said in a more gentle voice:
“All right, whether you can eat or not, come and sit with me. I will ask them to send up Khitish’s food. Come
down after he finishes eating.” Chobi stood there and said calmly:
“He won’t eat, Dada!”
Satinath lost his patience once more. And one should not be surprised about it. Satinath came downstairs, and
commented in a hard voice:
“This is nothing but ingratitude.”
Amal was coming upstairs almost simultaneously. He had promised to serve and attend to the last batch of
diners. Because of the obstinate vow of this woman the night was advancing and it was getting really late, almost
one o’clock. He was no relation of theirs—just a neighbor. He had no reason to feel so responsible—but he did.
That was his nature. But he could not wait any longer, he had his own folks to give explanations to. He almost
collided with Satinath on the stairs. Satinath looked at him for a second, then said in anger and sarcasm:
“So, you were the one only left out?”
He went downstairs.
Amal was a neighbor, known to him for a long time. He was not surprised, but he did not hope for much result.
Amal did not either. Amal had heard everything, facts and comments. So Amal did not have much hope. But he
was inquisitive—how does Chobi look when she becomes so determined? Amal wanted to see her. Chobi was
about to close the door; seeing him, she left it half-closed. Amal asked himself:
“Should I light a match and see what she looks like now?”
But he did not light a match. Rather he said:
“Why don’t you switch on the light?” Chobi said in her expressionless voice:
“What’s the use?”
“There is no particular use, but you are looking like a ghost, that’s why.”
Chobi did not contradict him, did not show any concern; she did not even smile in remembrance of their childhood friendship—at this joke of his, Chobi stood like a picture (chobi) in that half-light, half-shade.
Amal could not see the inside of the room. Chobi was standing with her hand on the half-closed door. Amal
tried to get a look at the room inside, then said:
“Is Khitish Babu sleeping?” Now Chobi smiled without any reason and said:
“Yes.”
“I heard Satinath dada was a little unkind to him. But, Chobi you might not have taken such a drastic step. I
was feeling quite embarrassed.”
Chobi now laughed outright. Once again Amal thought that Chobi really looked like one haunted. Even her
laughter. Chobi said as she laughed:
“Why should you feel embarrassed at my audacity?”
Should Amal really light the match? Should he see not only audacious but this heartlessly cruel Chobi? What
does she look like now? He was finding it rather difficult to recognize Chobi in that shadow of darkness.
Chobi’s brother has been cheated—without knowing that he had arranged his sister’s marriage with a madman. But Chobi never complained against her brother. Chobi’s brother-in-law had sent her and her husband away
to her brother’s place. She had no say, but she did not complain.
Chobi did not comment unkindly even on Amal’s cowardice. She had carried on her household charges
normally. Just as she used to take over responsibilities as an unmarried sister in the household, she had continued
to do so after marriage also. The extra duty now added was to take care of her insane husband.
Chobi had built up a façade of light-heartedness over everything and hide herself behind that façade. Amal
knew everything. Amal visited them almost daily.
If Chobi had not seen her husband for sometime, she would express her concern with an amused smile; she
would stop chatting and would get up suddenly:
“Goodness me! Seems I haven’t seen my priceless gem for quite sometime! Let’s go and see if he has
renounced the world altogether by now!” Again:
“What is the time now? Although cloudy, it seems quite late. Let’s see if the lord has started to attend to himself in the kitchen!” Or:
“See—he is going away displeased—he can’t stand us enjoying the gossip with so much relish. It seems I will
have to go now—or else the lord will become irate.”
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Chobi never showed annoyance if anyone made fun of her husband, the mad man’s pranks—or commented on
him. Rather she joined them:
“Go and tell him—so that I have less to say. Don’t spare him because he is your Jamai Babu.” She said all this
with a smile. And yet today; just because of that little insult Chobi changed her attitude?
Then Satinath’s wife must have discerned correctly—that Chobi behaved in that way really as an excuse;
actually she was jealous that her niece had such a lovely wedding, such a handsome husband—she was really
dying of envy! Of course, one couldn’t imagine such a thing about Chobi, but then by her behavior she was
compelling others to think thus by her strange attitude, unseemly conduct.
Must be jealousy! Otherwise when did she have such a lot of respect for her husband? Rather her sister-in-law
often remarked:
“Does Chobi have any regret because her husband is mad? If she has, nobody knows it! What a strange, strong
mind she possesses, really!” That strong mind of Chobi had cracked—then it must be due to jealousy! However,
Amal did not express any of his inner thoughts. He just said:
“You seem to be very heartless, Chobi.” Chobi responded:
“Have you come to know of that just today? But why did you also have to come to persuade me to have dinner
with you all?”
Amal tried to understand Chobi once more although he felt hurt. No, I am no such daredevil as to come to
fetch you. I was thinking that you haven’t really punished Dada so much by not allowing Khitish Babu to go for
dinner and detaining him in that room as you have punished Khitish Babu. He was very enthusiastic about sitting
down with others and joining in the festivities. He had said to me: “You will serve my food, all right? See, these
people don’t serve generously.”
Amal smiled at the end of the sentence.
“Of course, he didn’t say ‘these people,’ he had said these rascals.’”
Was Chobi’s throat getting dried and choked after this prolonged fast? Was she repentant about her unseemly
behavior the whole of the evening? Because Chobi had a musical voice—how did it change? Now Chobi said in a
dry, expressionless voice:
“Well, then, he did not wait for you to serve him, rather he himself—”
“Chobi, please let us not get into that again. If you have decided not to eat, well then, please wake him up. At
least let me keep my promise!!”
Chobi seemed to ignore all the ties and memories of their childhood. She remained obstinate and said:
“No, he will not eat.”
“Chobi. I am sorry to say you are behaving very rudely. Everything has a limit. You won’t let him eat tonight
because you are angry. What about tomorrow, then?”
Chobi laughed aloud. Really laughed noisily. She said:
“He won’t eat tomorrow, also. Amal, not the day after; never.”
Did Amal lose nerve at these mere words of anger. Did Chobi really look like a ghost when she laughed thus?
And is that the reason why Amal cried out pathetically:
“Chobi!”
Chobi did not respond, she did not make any movement either. And looking at that silent, statue-like figure
Amal suddenly made a mistake—something he had not done for years now. Amal moved very close to her and
pressed the hand which was on the door into his own hands with all his strength and demanded:
“Switch on the light, Chobi, please.” Chobi released her hand gently, and said,
“What’s the use?”
“I want to see myself.”
“There is nothing to see, Amal!”
“Chobi, please don’t consider yourself infallible. There may have been a mistake. Move away from the door.
Please let me see.”
Chobi did not move away from the door. Only she said more firmly:
“I am assuring you Amal, there is really nothing to see.”
Was Amal also turned into a ghost? Why was he looking so pale? Had he forgotten that there were going to be
a lot of comments and remarks downstairs at this long absence of his? Surely, they all remembered their history of
childhood.
After a long time, Amal did remember that that was another world downstairs, and that he had to go there. So
he said weakly:
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“Chobi, how did this happen?” Chobi said in a strange voice:
“The prank of a mad man, what else? He started hitting his own head saying the shala (brother-in-law) did not
let me eat.”
“Chobi, are you made of stone?”
“May be!”
“What shall I tell them there downstairs?”
“Nothing, please Amal, I beg of you. The bride and bridegroom are there—please don’t ruin this night for
them. Please!”
“Chobi, how can you control yourself thus? How?”
“I have to, Amal. Why forget the limit? At this time of their happiness—can I take my burden of sorrow—”
“Are you going to remain like this the whole night?”
“No, I think I will lie down. I am feeling unbelievably sleepy. I think I shall fall down if I keep standing any
longer.”
“Rude” and “uncivilized,” Chobi locked the door in front of Amal. The click could be heard—she had bolted
the door. Yes, Chobi had come at the end of her tether, she had to lock the door.
It seems Satinath was right—there must be a limit to everything; yes, everything! If Chobi could immerse
herself totally into the cool of the darkness for a few hours, perhaps she could gather strength again. She could
then go downstairs tomorrow normally, and say in an even voice:
“I did not want to upset you last evening because of the wedding. But I am afraid I have to bother you all now.
Please come and see. After all, it is you who have to do all that would be needed to be done at his last rites.”
72.15 & 84.151 1. Excerpt from Travel Talk: “Approach To Personalities” 2. Excerpt from Fragments From The
Past: Selected Writings And Speeches: “The Ganges In Mourning”\fn{by Aruna Asaf Ali (1909-1996)} Kalka,
Panchkula District, Haryana State, India (F) 5
1
… Personalities whose activities lend color and direction to an age are rare. But this shortage in numbers is
made good by the influence they radiate. Even in times remote humanity kept count of men renowned for their
prowess, learning or godliness. They were sources of inspiration to little men in strange, far apart lands. News of
kings, priests and saints traveled far and wide. Those however who enjoyed world influence were never many.
Every country and every age has brought into relief men around whom have grown schools of thought and
action. And a complex of causes operates to produce these personalities. The wind and tide of circumstance
becomes for them a crucible. Biological and environmental factors become the fuel beneath it, while the spiritual
instincts of past generations light the fire. Struggling against inherited tendencies, overcoming social handicaps,
men who become personalities now come to the selection of values. And this selection grows into a personal
philosophy. To the extent to which they succeed in refusing to remain prisoners of their past, they attract the
attention of those who fail. The spiritual content however, of the values that stamp their personal philosophies
must appeal to the masses’ instinctive need for spiritual leadership; otherwise they fail to react. On the
spontaneous reaction of the masses to a body of ideas depends the latter’s dynamic powers.
Little men build up great men because they feel weak and the great are great because they are either wise, or
strong, or clever. When the great are all three together they transcend to God-hood.
Therefore, those who control the organization life and thought-life of a people are men of intelligence, firmness of purpose and insight. Further, imagination and integrity usually cement their characteristics. To guide a
large following of men and women so that the trust reposed by them may not be betrayed, the leaders of men have
to be eternally on the watch. The purpose once fixed, the methods employed to achieve it must subserve the end. If
perfection of means becomes an end, let this be the goal. But if the goal is total freedom from social, political and
economic ills, then in the way of its attainment no other interventions should be tolerated.
Watching Gandhiji at the congregational prayers is a valuable experience. Is his struggle twin-fronted? The
perfection of the individual receives so much attention that all available energy and material is absorbed in the
attempt. Change from within or conditioning through external stimuli is another unresolved poser. At his prayers
an attempt is made to combine both the methods. Gandhiji’s insistence on the gathering’s hymn-clapping in
unison is not appreciated by cynics. Some see in it a futile adaptation of a western method, others a deliberate
attempt at side tracking spiritual soporifics. Either of these interpretations may be oversimplifications.
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As one who knows he is law unto our medieval masses, he may not ignore their psychological urges. And yet
as one who has essentially set his heart and so on changing both Indian manhood and its slave environment, he
feels the compulsion for a compromise. Tested pragmatically, his method has been amazingly successful, so far.
But certain signs do indicate that the method has outlived its utility. Squeezed of its efficacy, it is about to fall into
decay. Philosopher-kings and priest-kings have had their day. It is only in our country that Gandhiji has revived
the concept in the 20th century.
True, in the modern ideal polity, the concept is reappearing in new form. That is largely because the western
man has overreached himself in his quest for material satisfaction. To check this pedestrian philosophy of life the
West is turning to the easterners’ search for soul perfection as an antidote. While this should be a warning to such
of us as seek to imitate the Anglo-Saxons slavishly, we cannot afford to be blind to the limitations of the theory
and practice of Gandhiji’s philosophy. Daily at his feet, through prayers and hymns, slave hearts pour out
exuberantly their devotion. In advising that they should dedicate all action to God he appears to me to be
preaching to the converted. We Indian slaves are so completely absorbed in seeking spiritual solace out of our
physical miseries, that Gandhiji’s stressing its significance only adds to our ingrained fatalism—so fatal to our
growth into freemen.
There is, of course, always a political-social note in his daily discourses after the prayers. These talks again end
up, of late, on a note of defeat, that is of submission to our inherent weaknesses and lack of faith in God. His
suggestion that only a mastery over the lower self, as purer faith in a deity and greater strength of spirit will break
the red ring of ill will and treachery thrown around us by a powerful foreign power acts as a depressant. Even if
this be partly true, is it not very much more necessary that some external pressure through organized action be
applied to the slack-willed underfed, undeveloped body-mind of our millions, stirring them into action for selfgrowth rather than lulling them into an introvert’s despair-mood? Is that not what our masses need? In the prayer
gatherings men and women come to worship the master rather than follow the leader. Let us have worship in our
hearts; but let us demand that we march to our goal and not pray our way to it.
At long last the British have betrayed the trust Gandhiji had in their good intentions. The saint in him is too
strong not to admit an error of judgment. He has confessed that his faith has been replaced by “misgivings” and
“fear.” He is surrounded by darkness and therefore unable to lead and he ascribes his own misgivings to his lack
of faith in God! This is the man-of-religion’s escape. Smaller individuals see in his confession nothing but naïve
goodness exploited by an astute opponent. We who cannot forget the inhumanities perpetrated by the British never
had any doubts as to their intentions. Maneuvering for a change of position is no change of heart. Our leaders
have been double-crossed. Reactionary allies have helped the British Labor Party to get away with plausible
excuses again. They will plead that internecine quarrel stopped them from fulfilling their noble mission. LaoTsean humor will help them to prove their case. In his words the British will proclaim:
The good ones I declare good
The bad ones I also declare good
That is the goodness of Virtue
The honest ones I believe
The liars I also believe
That is the faith of Virtue.

Finally after one whole year’s effort at freedom struggle we are where we were! One farce had ended. And
now a one-act play begins. The audience—a larger one this time—will now witness the Indians’ incapacity to
think concretely and to act unitedly. In theory we are told the British have quit. In practice they remain just so
long as we can’t decide amongst ourselves the manner in which we shall loot the treasure house that is India.
In the meantime hungry men and women have started dying. Ill-paid workers have taken to inconvenient ways
of getting better wages. Petty tyrants and puppet rulers have dared to check the freedom movements of Congress
leaders and Congress revolutionaries. The passion for freedom seeks an outlet everywhere. In Madura men died
because Jawaharlal was insulted in Kashmir, a Congress Minister’s regime notwithstanding! But unless we have
the courage to organize their emotional and physical qualities, men will go on dying pointlessly. They will be the
subject of pity, not praise. Congressmen everywhere will have to think hard whether they will continue to fight for
freedom or discuss what structural shape it should have when it descends on us.
2
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The noise and fever of existence is never the same from year to year. Patriotism unites a whole people.. Its
blaze draws within its arc of light the entire mass. Parochial and tribal passion also resembles it and imparts to the
group the same intensity and cohesiveness. But in the one case the war is against a common enemy. In the second
case the war is a family war. Incalculable and unanalyzable forces work during an internal strife and cruelty rises
from screech to screech. Whether the enemy is real or imaginary it hardly matters. In moments of frenzy, the eye
is blinded, reason quite blunted and that most hateful of all passions—fear—holds supreme command. If one
could only banish her, purge the body, the obsessed mind of all its concomitants and instill instead fearlessness,
national and group hysteria would cease to convulse man. If a formula to exorcize the animal fears that haunt
individuals as individuals or collectively as masses could be found, these periodic strifes would not injure
mankind as wantonly as they do today.
How to embolden the spirit of man? Give him confidence that is born of strength and he ceases to be a coward.
To create in him the assurance that he will be his own enemy if he is afraid, requires a revolution in psychology,
environment and above all a sublimation of the life-instinct. The will to live is healthy; biologically it is the only
urge that is important for race continuity. All the other instincts stem from it and spring out of its main stream. To
seek to destroy it is to suggest race suicide.
But when craven fear grips man. and reduces him to something abject because he is afraid to die, race-interest
demands that a sublimation, an alteration in the quality of the urge to hold life dear, takes place. On the borderland of this love of life there must be many another urge supporting it, almost acting as scaffolding for the safety
of this main drive. If fear of death could prevent death, its purpose might have had a healthy aspect.
Actually it encourages mortality and all the evils which man is heir to ever since he gave up living in the wilds.
Wilderness-living is no solution, quite true. But the chaos and immorality implied in a warring, wrangling and
mutually destructive society is hardly civilization.
Lessons learnt in the school of life are not easily forgotten. They teach one volumes even if they leave one
shell-shocked and stupefied at times. One must explore before one can analyze. One must analyze for coming to
conclusions. There is wear and tear involved in this journeying for knowledge and experience. The world and the
antics of its living creatures and man, more than others, are undoubtedly exciting experiences. But when men and
women complain incessantly of crimes committed against them, of pain and death and evil that harasses the body
and soul, the mind grows sick. Self-imposed burdens sit lightly as a rule, but in moments which confront the mind
with pictures of suffering and sorrow, the load weighs heavily. The spirit to be strong must be serene. And serenity
is the first casualty when you sit watching men talk of fear-gripped man’s cruelties, his acts of cowardice, lust and
avarice.
Resentment at our inability to control and guide human passions, unable to alter the facts of race and social
heritage, [and] faced with problems beyond solution unless possessed with limitless power, one’s will to serve
wilts. And helplessness and a sense of defeat cast their shadow around one. But can we live under a shadow for
long?
Calcutta is under a shadow that is long and depressing. For almost eight weeks its people have lived in fear.
What they have seen and heard has affected them deeply.
It is not all for the worse. Much wisdom has come to many whose outlooks have been changed as a result of
the actualities they have witnessed. Indulging in generalizations about superior and inferior culture is impossible
for one who has known men of learning and breeding behave as the unlettered, prejudice-ridden fanatic or
gangster behaves. Mob fury again is known to be uncontrollable. Stories are common of furious mobs suddenly
calming at sight of extreme helplessness. Marooned in a hostile locality, families have been rescued at great
personal risk by men belonging to the hostile community. Hindus and Muslims have helped each other because
for generations they had lived as good neighbors and friends. Non-aggression pacts were entered upon and
evacuations took place under such pacts. Whenever groups defended themselves by organizing their locality and
the much described pitched battles were fought, casualties were few. Group resistance, it was found, was most
effective because it meant organized defense and therefore matched the aggressor’s preparations for attack.
Wherever this was possible, gruesome forms of revenge were not perpetrated. Wherever the victims were isolated
and defenceless they suffered death and much worse than death.
Stories of heroism, though few and far between, as compared to tales of sordid crime and beast-like behavior,
are rich with significance: that, despite the gravest provocations, there were individuals in both the affected
communities whose sense of honor and humanity did not desert them is heartening news.
Class solidarity played its own part in so far as the middle classes were concerned. But lower down the scale
this was not so. Strangely enough common sufferings born of a common economic condition did not make the
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common men of either faith brothers in facing a situation dangerous to both. They fell a prey to the incitements of
those imported from elsewhere. They killed each other instead of saving one another.
Religious wars in history are full of instances of acts committed in blind anger. And such wars, we must know,
have raged in Europe more than elsewhere. The Catholics and Protestants of England and Europe generally fought
each other savagely. Power politics have exploited religions throughout history. This phase of religious bigotry in
our country is in its last stages. Before extinction the flame always burns at its brightest.
It is inconceivable that the common Indian will not see through quite soon the cunning of which he is the
victim. Out of this deluge of human suffering a new awareness is registering itself—the awareness that to the
Muslim wage-earner Pakistan today means no means of earning a living and to the Hindu employer boycotting
the Muslim means paying higher wages to labor and is therefore not sound economics even if it is good
retaliation.
Furies roused by the politician-demagogues of the Muslim League’s hatred-dispensation in Bengal initiated
this communal war. Had the Government not been a party, the course of action followed by the inflammatory antisocial gangster stuff in Calcutta could have been checked. Counter-action, began in a spirit of self-protection
rather than aggression, became violent and brutal and in some instances extremely savage.
This and much more will be revealed. But a post-mortem analysis will scarcely justify the sacrifice of men and
women who have paid with their lives. It must pay a dividend. It must lead us out of this gruesome phase in our
social relationships. Congressmen have been accused of inaction, on the one hand and of actively sympathizing
with the counter-killing, on the other. When faced with a situation such that prevails in a religious war those
whose nationalism is synonymous with religion are placed on the horns of a dilemma. If they withdraw into their
shells waiting for the storm to subside their integrity is questioned. Their private sanity pitted against public madness is tested severely.
Congressmen fail to rise to such occasions not because they lack courage. Their hesitation to appear on the
scene is not because their values have been distorted. I am of the opinion that our greatest handicap is the
inadequacies of organization. Faced with a crisis when the State is content to be a nuisance, the Congress
machinery fails it. Helplessness and inability to function during such conflicts make Congressmen ineffective,
good targets for its well-wishers and enemies. Therefore, it is time that we looked at ourselves from “the inner
platform of ourselves,” and small as we are, we feel personally obliged to make the Congress strong, conscious of
its sovereign power because it has the moral support of men and women who alone can confer sovereignty.
Analyzing, testing and experimenting are the scientists’ method of arriving at conclusions. This must be our
method also if our enlarged responsibilities are to be discharged with efficiency and to some purpose. All the
grace goes out of our persuasive efforts when we are unable to follow up our advice with material help. Protect
the weak; organize for self-defence; mobilize against anti-social attacks on the defenceless; respect, irrespective
of caste or creed, the sanctity of the non-aggressive individual.
These are platitudes if we cannot provide organizational means of effectuating good advice. A disciplined
volunteer organization trained to observe a code of ethics based on equalitarian principles and drilled into physical
fitness and physical fearlessness would meet the demands of today. The Congress is expected to fulfil functions
that are state functions. Its machine must either be strong enough to break the old State or must assume parallel
responsibility. Information, courier and ambulance services must form auxiliaries of the volunteer service if,
during emergencies, it is to act as the people’s supreme organization.
On the way to Calcutta, I witnessed an experiment on the above lines. Curfew and other restrictions on
citizen’s liberties in Allahabad had been imposed to check anti-social elements from destroying the peace. In
broad daylight, the city’s streets were deserted because the 20-hour ban on movements was relaxed late in the
afternoon and early in mornings. I was reminded of descriptions of a besieged city. Here and there military
vehicles swooped around posting pickets on point duty. It was sad to contemplate that such should be the first
fruits of the power transference process. Nevertheless, there was at least in this very city an experiment in
progress on the success of which would depend real freedom.
The Students’ Congress Officers Training Camp with 55 trainees from districts in United Provinces was an
oasis in this silent, deserted, tense city beside the Jamuna. Practical military training, its science and arts imparting
political information were subjects with which the 15-day course was planned. Alert and brisk, the officers to be
were being remolded.
As the sun went down in the west the young men took by turns their certificates and in their eyes I found a
look that was unseeing. They looked beyond you, uncommunicative, almost forbidding.
This neutral gaze had behind it firmness and the determination not to surrender to weakness. “Not to be taken
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unawares” is one of the motives behind this type of training. If every young man who seeks to serve causes other
than his own receives training with this objective heavily underlined, maybe our adventures in search of utopia
will end not in bloodshed but a reign where fear will be outlawed …
34.158 The Duel\fn{by Gulabdas Broker (1909-2006)} Porpunder, Porpunder District, Gujarat State, India (M) 3
As he stepped out of Gopal Narayan’s house Pradeep felt a happy thought had prompted him to stir out that
day. How delightful being out after being indoors for so many weeks! Meeting the old Shastri, too, had been an
experience. The encounter had stimulated him. Seeing the vast and monumental intellect of the Shastri at work,
and the manner in which he had discoursed on the subtleties and the hidden beauties of the Ramayana—a work to
which Pradeep himself was no stranger—had been astounding. He had brought to life the beautiful old legends of
Rama and Seeta, made Valmiki’s genius glow with a golden flame, dwelt in succession on the noble ideals of
Indian life and art, and above all, on the ideal of Indian womanhood which the sage had handed down to us. He
had been genuinely grateful to Gopal Narayan for affording him this opportunity. Gopal Narayan, who, but a
couple of days ago, had appeared a bore and a pedantic book-worm, had turned out to be a wise, kindly man so
full of human warmth and understanding.
The South Indians, he thought, were a fine people indeed. In fact the entire South was beautiful. How well and
alive he had felt within the last few days since he arrived in their capital—Bangalore. Thanks to the bracing
climate he had been able to leave the house instead of staying indoors and feeling ill.
This spot had an exquisite, almost unbearable loveliness. A gulmohar rose crimson against the deep blue sky,
the birds sang on the trees, a gentle breeze tickled the tops of the palms and the whole world wore a smile.
India, part of an amazing lovely creation, was lovelier still. Pradeep felt elated at the thought that only
yesterday Nehru had observed that in this ancient and holy land of Rama and Seeta, the building of a new world
was proceeding apace. They would soon be building a new heaven and a new earth. Pradeep felt he would
certainly live to see the promise ripening into fruition, for the signs of the change to come were not altogether
invisible even now. New canals were under construction, new factories were springing up, poverty was gradually
fading, and the people showed increasing interest in the culture of the country.
He was reminded of the Indian Institute of Art and its activities. It was only a few paces away from the house
he had hired. He was also reminded of India’s new men and women. The future of this land was bright like its
past, but the present too was not depressing. Gandhiji and Aurobindo Ghosh, Raman Maharshi and Rabindranath
and many other great men. were the creation of the present!
Walking along leisurely, Pradeep mentally measured the distance to his destination—the city market. The place
was near enough, beyond the small garden named after the city’s benefactor, Sir Mirza Ismail. How refreshing it
must be, he thought, at the end of a hard day’s work, to relax under the shade of those trees and laze on the lush
green grass!
He was tempted to glance at the people resting in this delightful spot. Between him and them there was a stone
wall about three feet high. Above the wall rose an artistic iron grating of about the same height. Before he could
look in, however, his eyes were drawn to a small crowd, a few yards away, staring at something inside with a kind
of delirious excitement.
He, too, peered through the grating. People—both men and women—were lazing everywhere in the garden.
Some were smoking, some lay on their stomachs and glanced with a feeling of disgust at an incident which
disturbed their rest. A few persons lay half reclined hugging their broken baskets as if they were their only
possessions in life. The rest sat in groups. All wore tattered clothes; their faces were deformed and bereft on any
softness. All eyes were glued to one spot, where two women were fighting. Both were violently tugging at each
other’s hair, as if they were bent on pulling it off the head. Their clenched fists were restlessly searching for
someone to hit, while a torrent of words issued from their mouths in a ceaseless flow. Even Pradeep, who could
not understand the words could sense an extreme hatred in their speech. Every moment increased the tense
savagery of the fight. He felt the women would not stop fighting till either of them fell dead.
Pradeep noticed that one of them was younger than the other. One seemed to be a little over twenty while the
other seemed to be in late twenties. The younger woman’s tattered white sari was a little less tattered than the
green one worn by the older woman, her worn out old blouse had no patches as in the other’s blouse and she was
slightly more attractive than her opponent. They seemed not to worry about their undergarments, and their hair,
dry and disheveled, was smeared with blood.
First, the older woman seemed to have the advantage and rained a torrent of blows on the other’s head. The
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victim twisted and shrank in pain as she bore the blows. Then, as she found herself in position of advantage
seemed to her and with doubled fury she rained a shower of blows on her adversary. The crowd roared applause.
Some clapped as if a vaudeville show was on.
A shudder passed through Pradeep as he saw the fury and hatred of the assailants. And they were women,
members of the gentler, idealized sex! He could not understand how with so many people about, no one
intervened to bring that dreadful situation to an end. He was ill and not equal to scaling the wall and the grating;
nor, since he did not understand their language, could he make out why they were fighting. Then he saw, to his
relief, a young man going up and talking to the women. His words seemed to have no effect.
Suddenly, losing his temper, he attempted to part them with a push. They fell apart shrieking, each with a lock
of the other’s hair in her hand. As if caught up in the vortex of their fury, he hit both of them with equal vigor.
Pradeep remained transfixed in terror and anger while his mind followed the battle in each agonizing detail,
belabored the ruffian and established peace.
Then the young man walked away and for the time the fight seemed to have stopped. Both the women began to
tidy themselves, while others gathered round them in twos and fours, discussing the incident and its cause.
Pradeep felt restless, chafing at his ignorance of their language. He looked round to see if he could find someone
to explain the cause of that fight.
All the people around were laborers and seemed to be able to understand no language other than their own—
Tamil or Kannada. A little way off was a man who looked like a cab-driver. He must be a Muslim, thought
Pradeep. If so, he must be knowing Hindi or Urdu or what the small son of a cab-driver had described two days
ago as the “Mussulmani” language. He went up to him and spoke in Urdu:
“What is all this quarrel about, brother?”
The man smiled, looked at Pradeep and answered:
“Aren’t you listening to what that tart is saying?”
“I do not understand the language.”
“It is not worth understanding either,” replied the man, laughing, and once more he was absorbed in what the
women were saying.
Pradeep made a second attempt.
“Could you not tell me what the quarrel is about?” he asked timidly.
“What is there to tell? This ugly old witch threatens to disfigure that beautiful girl.”
“But why? Has she given her any cause to be annoyed?”
“What has a gentleman like you to do with that?” said the other with a dirty glint in his eyes and burst into
derisive laughter.
Pradeep turned away to hide his discomfiture and had barely walked a few steps when the driver seem to
relent.
“Do not be hurt, Seth Sahab, I was only joking. That ugly woman had just managed to rope in a ‘customer’ and
was bargaining with him when the other passed by, moving her limbs in a seductive manner and tempting the
customer. Seeing her he left the older woman and began talking to her. This infuriated the older girl and the brawl
started. The customer went away leaving the two to fight. Just now the older one is swearing she will not rest till
she has ruined the other’s beauty.”
As though goaded to carry out her resolve, the woman in the green sari once again pounced on her victim.
Now the two clutched each other by their blouses, tugging and pulling, until the younger woman’s blouse gave
way with a resounding tear. She tried desperately to keep the torn portion in place with her free hand which the
other was trying viciously to remove.
Pradeep closed his eyes.
His attention was drawn once again to the scene of action when he heard a titter going through the crowd. The
woman in green had succeeded in wrenching away the hand of her adversary from the torn strips of her blouse, to
reveal to the spectators the young woman's breasts, full and round in spite of poverty and covered by a brassier of
pink net. The older woman was now trying desperately to strip the other completely.
The cab-driver turned to Pradeep and said:
“Oh! Allah! What frivolities these tarts indulge in! Look how they ape their betters.”
Many in the crowd voiced similar opinions while the older woman, going steadily on from one victory to
another, had succeeded in wrenching away the brassier—probably an admirer’s present—of her adversary. She
was clinging ferociously to the half-naked body of the other, and the two women flung at each other in a deadly
struggle.
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Pradeep felt like going away from that place. He wanted to shout for the police or fling his jacket over the halfclad body to cover it. He thought he would upbraid in the severest terms the people for laughing shamelessly and
even gloating over the exposure of that youthful body.
But he did nothing. Half trembling, dripping with sweat, he stood there, an interested spectator of that hideous
outrage. A thousand thoughts crossed his mind. Poor woman, she must have missed a meal to satisfy her vanity, or
begged for this finery casually glimpsed on some rich woman’s body. And here it was in tatters on the ground! As
so was its wearer.
By now the older woman had clasped the younger in her arms, and bit her on the shoulders, and sharply,
savagely in her breasts. Then, giving another pull to the half-loosened sari, she pulled it off her victim, who lay at
her mercy completely uncovered on the ground, almost in a faint.
Pradeep felt giddy. He was overwhelmed with pity at the sight of that naked youthful body, lying helplessly on
the ground in the garden. Poor wretch, he thought, she had to eke out a miserable existence by provoking interest
in her naked body, she had to defend it against customers who had no intention of parting with their money. Her
only possession with which she might bargain for a miserable living, her sole means of keeping body and soul
together now lay in the dust in full view of a male gathering, cruel, pitiless, callous and shameless. She was
helpless, unable to save herself from the attacks of her enemy, much more, to cover her body. And Pradeep
himself was a helpless witness of her plight.
The situation was unbearable. He was ill but he felt he must do something to help. He glanced at the cab-man
whose eyes were riveted on that body stretched to its full length on the lawn. He looked around. No one was
looking at him. He strained his eyes to see if there was a policeman in sight. He could find no policeman around.
All that he saw was that the woman in green, after flinging aside the clothes torn off the now prostrate body of her
rival was making a deadly effort to bite off her nose.
Clutching the rails Pradeep struggled to climb over the grating, but in vain. He tried to shout, but his throat was
choked in the attempt. Full of despair, he saw the vixen fiercely trying to pull away the naked woman’s hands
from their covering position on her face. One of the hands had already been shoved aside and the other too … the
other too …
Pradeep could not bear seeing it any longer. He thought he would swoon. He closed his eyes, fearing that
before he opened them again the victim would have been disfigured for ever. But at that moment, the sound as of
a whip lashing the air and of scurrying feet fell on his ears. He opened his eyes and saw that from somewhere a
policeman had appeared on the scene, and having taken the belt off his waist was lashing the assailant. The older
woman had broken loose from her victim who was trying her best to wrap her torn and tattered sari around her,
while the policeman rained blows on her body.
The bystanders were dispersing like autumn leaves flying in the wind.
“Shameless vagrants! Get away from here. Be off,” said the police-man, as he raised his whip in the air.
An onlooker who had perched on the wall to watch the spectacle seemed to be suddenly infused with a sense of
justice. He pointed to the woman in green saying something to the policeman in the local language. The
policeman turned upon her and whipped her soundly, abusing her at the same time. She uttered piercing shrieks,
and between each blow whined her explanation. The cab-man translating this for Pradeep told him that she was
complaining that the other woman had attempted to rob her of her day’s bread. The victim’s plea was that she was
very hungry, or she would never have crossed her or anybody else’s path.
Separated by the policeman’s whip the two woman slowly dragged themselves away. The crowd dispersed and
the policeman once again converting his whip into a belt, resumed his beat and returned to his duty of protecting
the public as best he might. Only Pradeep was left behind, gazing at that place of rest in the heart of the town laid
out by Sir Mirza Ismail to offer a few minutes’ rest to tired citizens.
“What a terribly ugly place this is!” he muttered.
The forms of the two women, starved and poor, tired and exhausted, capable of mortal fury against anyone
who might intercept the meager livelihood they made from the sale of their bodies rose before his eyes long after
the women had gone. Against this, everything appeared illusory, false, devoid of reality. The comfort derived from
the idealistic, elevating and delectable discourses of the Shastri, the bright vision of the India that was to be, his
conception of the India of the present based on his view of the sophisticated, charming men and women he had
met at the Institute of Art and others like them, vanished like a mirage before his eyes.
He stood for a while, looking around absent-mindedly. Then rousing himself, he moved from that place with a
heavy sigh. He felt strangely tired and worn out. The birds were screeching overhead. The sluggish wind added to
the irritation of the hot, summer day. The gulmohar hung in untidy red blotches against the sky, and the city
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market sprawling beyond the footpath seemed far, far away because of the long intervening road.
Pradeep felt he was very foolish to have stirred out when he was in such poor health …
1910
69.22 Living By The Dead\fn{by Syed Mohammad Mohsin (1910- )} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India (M) 5
The old man lived by the dead. He was the grave-digger-cum-keeper of the graveyard in this very small town.
People called him Shah Saheb, an address which elevated him to a respectability far beyond his station in life.
“What are you doing, my child?” he asked his young daughter Jamani. A mild cough overtook him as he put
that question. His voice faltered showing the ice-cold sadness in his heart, burdened with the frustrations he had
lately been encountering.
“I am stitching a patch on your shirt. Is there anything you want, Baba?” Jamani answered coming close to her
father and putting the worn shirt apart.
“Nothing. There would be no rice in the house for the evening meal, I believe! There have been no corpses to
bury for the past several days! I am left with just a one-anna piece. I have seen better times. You were just an
infant then. Not a day passed without at least two or three corpses coming for burial. I used to be so busy, singlehanded digging the graves and making other arrangements. And I was paid well. I earned plenty but spent all, I
didn’t know we would fall on such evil days. Now few corpses come, and those that came are of poor people.
They pay next to nothing. If, once in a blue moon, some rich traveler dies and his corpse comes for internment
here, I earn something. Business has really dwindled. For days together I am idle. Give me a piece of cloth. I will
go and buy something to eat with this last ekanni. If some corpse comes, ask them to wait. Tell them I shall be
returning presently.”
There was a momentary glow of expectancy on his withered face. Imagining a better future, no matter how
hopeless the present, does affect one pleasurably, if momentarily.
The old man took his rough stick and left his shack. He had a long black well-worn abba on him which had
numerous patches stitched on it. His long white hair hung on his temples and his flowing white beard was
unbrushed and disheveled. No barber had attended on him for years. There were deep furrows on his face; his
waist was bent from old age; and his legs trembled as he walked. There was no firmness in the shaky feet as the
stooped figure trudged to the market.
The graveyard was far away from the little township. It presented a picture of utter loneliness and desolation.
One could see an occasional pucca grave here and there, or its ruined remnants. On a corner of the graveyard
stood his poverty-stricken hut. In this colony of the dead, there were only two living persons: Jamani and the Shah
Saheb. Jamani’s mother had died when she was an infant. The grave-digger never remarried. There were no
relations. The old man had only Jamani. He doted on her.
Jamani took up the old shirt and restarted sewing patches on it. She wondered why people were not dying as
they used to earlier, as her father had told her. If no corpses came, what would her father do? From where would.
they buy the rations? And what would she cook for her father? She was unable to grasp or fully comprehend this
situation. She was not given to deep thought. She lived in a world of strange images. Her brain was capable only
of grasping either the past or the present, separately and independently. The continuity of the past merging into the
present was beyond her grasp. She recalled how happy they were a few years ago. The plague epidemic had
struck the little town. Literally there was a procession of corpses all day long. She had never seen her father
happier. During this boom, he used to buy a lot of sweets for her. She didn’t remember having eaten so many
sweets at any other time, not even on festival days. They had fancy clothes. This shirt, which she was stitching
patches on now, was of good material acquired in those plentiful days of the plague epidemic. He had bought her
a fine sari which she had worn on the Id day. Seeing her dressed in the sari, the old man had been extremely
pleased. He had told her that it was very becoming. She still had that sari. She would wear it on the next Id
festival.
The old man returned from the market.
“Jamani,” he called, as he pushed open the hut’s door. There was dust in his long hair and flowing beard. The
dust on his face had temporarily obliterated the furrows, drawing a curtain, as it were over the ravages of time. He
carried two small bundles on his shoulders. The weight of the two bundles was not much but the old man seemed
even more bent down. The weight of his old age itself was enough to double-bend him. There was no strength in
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him to bear any more weight, howsoever light. Life has its own weight which increases with each breath. This is
why old age must bend us all down!
Jamani took the two bundles off his shoulders. He quickly sat down, exhausted, on the mat spread on the floor
of the battered hut. He was breathless. Beads of perspiration were caking the dust on his face. He took off the
abba to get some respite from the heat and sweat.
“Did anyone come, child?” he asked.
“No father.” Jamani folded the abba and put it away.
“We certainly have run out of luck. How could there be so few deaths! Never before has the death-rate been so
low! This is an avocation handed down to me by my ancestors and I can’t leave it on that account; otherwise, it
would have been better to go round with a begging bowl. But my self-respect would not permit me to go begging.
People respect me. They call me Shah Saheb. I can’t say how they would treat me if I went round with a begging
bowl. I wonder how I am going to manage. I had all the comforts in my youth, and now in this old age, all this
hardship! Allah be merciful!”
Two big tears rolling down his cheeks carried some dirt from his dust-laden face and lodged in his disheveled
beard. Seeing him weep, Jamani also started crying. The world weeps for the dead but the father and daughter
were weeping over people living and not dying. Strange are the interests and desires buried within our hearing!
It was two o’clock in the morning. Jamani was fast asleep but the old man was sleepless. He was coughing. He
worried over the hopelessness which the future held. There would be nobody to look after Jamani after he left.
How could she carry on, if he failed to give her away in marriage before his death? He was deeply concerned for
Jamani. The hut was lit very dimly by the faltering, almost dry, wick of the earthen lamp, but there was not even a
flicker of light to pierce the darkness in which the old man’s heart was enveloped.
“Shah Saheb?” came a soft voice breaking the death-like silence which pervaded the hut amidst the graves.
The grave-digger, hearing his name called, roused himself with difficulty and opened the door. The man, who
had called him at this unearthly hour, stood outside the hut.
“Who are you, what do you want?” asked the grave-digger.
“The son of our merchant from Delhi, who had been visiting here, is dead. His dead body will be brought here
early in the morning for burial. Kindly dig the grave and make other arrangements,” answered the man sadly.
A wave of happiness swept over the withered frame of the old man. He knew the merchant from Delhi. He
would surely pay him well. He spent the remaining part of the night picturing the money that would come to him
at the completion of the burial a few hours hence.
As soon as there was light, he got out to dig the grave. His withered old legs and hands got a fresh burst of
energy. He looked a little less bent at the waist. In our anticipation of a happy experience lies the secret of our
strength and well-being, even if this anticipation be based on an imaginary picture of the future.
Jamani got up and was engaged in the routine chore of sweeping floor of the hut. Hearing people passing
outside, she came to the door and saw a funeral procession, composed of a sizeable number of people, enter the
graveyard. Four persons carried the coffin and the others followed. The mourners were now abreast of the hut.
Some were talking among themselves. One of them said:
“What a strong and sturdy boy he was.” Another said:
“What illness could have felled down so strong a young man?” The first one answered:
“What to say brother! He had picked up a liaison with an evil woman of this place for some time. That bitch, at
the instance of another of her lovers, poisoned his food the night before last. The whole day yesterday, his
condition remained precarious. Finally, he died in the evening. What a pity! He was such a good friend.”
Jamani listened to the conversation attentively. When the mourners had gone some distance away, she fixed
her eyes on the moving coffin and started laughing uncontrollably. Later, she went inside the hut and kept
laughing for a considerable time. She began to enjoy her morning chores. On other days she used to sweep the
floor rather hurriedly, but today she felt she could go on and on sweeping the floor and laughing. There was a
certain lightness in her actions. Her feet danced as she swept the floor. One could see a curious synchronization
between the movements of her broom and the movements of her waist, a sort of dancing action with which the
broom’s strokes kept time. When the old man returned from the graveyard after completing the burial, his eyes
were dancing pleasurably. A slight smile was perceptible on his lips, causing the furrows on his face to become
broader and deeper. It was as if his dead youth was trying vainly to return. Fresh life seemed to have gushed into
his withered frame. If man were always happy, he would never grow old. But unchanging happiness would lose
its charm, if it were not sharpened by intervening sadness.
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The old man had been paid well. He handed the money to Jamani with shaky hands. For years Jamani hadn’t
seen so much money. She kept looking at it for a long time as it lay in her palm. The brightness of the silvery
coins seemed to be lighting up her face too.
*
“Jamani,” Hanif called from the door of the hut, a bag of letters thrown over his shoulder. Hanif worked for the
Post Office. Once a week he came to deliver letters to the local residents. During his weekly visits he always
stopped by at the old man’s hut. Barring her father, Hanif was the only man Jamani knew. She talked with him
boldly and intimately. She was totally free of any shyness or modesty which is common to women. Hanif was
young and handsome, tall and sturdy. The old man was fond of him. He never minded his free mixing with his
daughter.
“Where is the Shah Saheb?” asked Hanif.
“Probably gone to the market. Why didn’t you turn up last week? I waited for you anxiously. Bawa was also
enquiring about you,” answered Jamani.
“I was away on leave. Why would you wait for me anxiously? Did you have any business with me?” Hanif
said mischievously.
“What business could I have had with you? I was afraid you might have fallen ill. If you were not to come, you
could have informed in advance to spare us the anxiety.”
“I had received a letter from my brother. Suddenly he had fallen seriously ill. I look leave from my office and
left the same day. That is why I couldn’t come last week. Did you wait for me the whole day?”
There was the savour of love in his conversation. It was visible in his eyes that he was in love with Jamani,
head over heels in love, that is. They had not realized it, but love had insidiously worked its way into their hearts.
Love strikes our hearts gently, like the flowers, but it strikes stealthily and secretly without our knowing.
“Why should I have been waiting for you? Had I nothing else to do?” said Jamani with a twinkle in her eyes
Hanif always enjoyed the coquettishness with which she answered his questions. Now he thoroughly enjoyed
her answer which, though evasive, had love mixed in it.
“Well, I must go now. I have a lot of letters to deliver to the addressees. Pray convey my regards to the Shah
Saheb.” As Hanif left, the love-struck Jamani continued to savor the deliciousness of his visit for a long time.
*
The old grave-digger was down and panting with high fever. Jamani sat near his pillow, pressing his head. He
was down with high fever for the past two days. Fever was accompanied by bouts of severe coughing, and it went
on increasing, leading to delirium. Jamani had not seen anyone previously with such a high fever. Her mother had
died when she was an infant, and the old man had never fallen ill before. She did not comprehend what could this
high fever ultimately lead to. But she was restless over the condition of her father. From time to time, she would
call her father:
“Baba. Baba.”
When the old man failed to answer, she would become sad and surprised. She did not understand that the old
man was breathing his last, and this time the grave-digger himself would go under a grave. He, who had put many
thousands of young and old in their graves, was now going to take his own turn.
Early in the morning the old grave-diggers life became extinct. Jamani had never seen death before. She had,
of course, seen hundreds of coffins pass by her hut with the dead lying inside but she had never seen a dead
person directly. Her father’s eyes had become fixed and all breathing had stopped. Seeing her father in this
condition she burst into crying, not because she understood that her father had left her for ever but because she
was puzzled by his silence and her own helplessness.
Later in the morning, Hanif entered the hut as usual with the bag of .letters thrown over his shoulder. On
seeing him, Jamani smiled. She knew it was his day of visiting and had been waiting for him. She knew that Hanif
would be able to reveal to her the cause of the total silence and unresponsiveness of her father. She had asked him
many questions in the past during his visits, and he had always given her satisfactory answers.
“Kindly see, Hanif, what has happened to my Bawa?”
Hanif went near the body of the old man. He touched the forehead and burst into crying. Jamani too started
crying.
“Shah Saheb is dead. We must arrange for his burial,” said Hanif, wiping his tears and going out of the hut. A
little later he returned with a few men. After the usual rites, when the old man’s body was being taken to the
graveyard, a smile lit Jamani’s face. As long as she could see the body being borne away, she remained smiling.
When the mouners returned, and she didn’t see her father among them, she underwent an unusual experience. The
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old man had always returned after the burials, but this time he was missing. Jamani’s eyes became wet with tears,
and the happiness which had lit her face a short while ago gave way to tear-sodden sadness.
*
After a few days, Hanif took Jamani to his house and both got married. Hanif’s house was a new world for
Jamani, altogether. Now she met other women. Before marriage she had not known any other woman. The world
of the graves was now behind her. That environment died for her along with her father. She had been transported,
as it were, from one world to another. How many times we die in this life! Youth is born on the dead ashes of our
childhood. The onset of old age brings a message of death to our youth. Despite all this, it is strange that most
people do not have faith in life after death!
Hanif was madly in love with Jamani. He wanted never to leave her side. Jamani also felt the pangs of
separation whenever Hanif was not with her.
Jamani’s neighbor’s son died in the night. Jamani learnt about it early in the morning. She finished her
morning chores in a hurry to go to the neighbor’s. Peculiarly, she was very happy. The brightness of happiness
reflected in her face, although the face had lost some of its charming aspect. Hanif could not understand the
reason for her apparent mirth. When she was leaving for the house of the neighbor, Hanif asked:
“Why, you look so happy this morning!”
Jamani gave no answer and left with a smile on her face. Hanif was so love-struck that he could hardly
concentrate on anything else in her presence. Hence, even after her departure he paid no attention to the
meaningless smile on her face as she left for her neighbors to condole the loss of their child.
When Jamani got to the neighbours’ house, she saw the child’s corpse being put in a coffin. She stood apart
and smiled. She was enjoying the scene. A woman, among the mourners, saw this peculiar smile playing on
Jamani’s face and was thoroughly intrigued. Jamani was rather popular among the women of the neighborhood
and nobody could think anything ill about her. Her smile was, therefore, a complete mystery to the woman who
saw it.
Whenever anyone died in the neighborhood, Jamani always went to the deceased’s place and stood apart
smiling. Gradually, this peculiar trait of Jamani came to be talked about with disapproval, and the women of the
neighbor-hood started harboring doubts about her.
Hanif was also hearing of these doubts about Jamani’s peculiar conduct. Whenever Hanif would enquire from
Jamani about her strange conduct, she would become cold and distant. Hanif believed that the innocent Jamani
was being wrongly framed. Hanif advised Jamani not to go to condole at anybody’s place in future or go near a
dead body. Jamani promised to follow this advice.
But she couldn’t resist going to the neighbors immediately after she heard the news of any death. On such
occasions, almost unknowingly and without any comprehension, her feet would move fast to get by the side of the
dead.
Hanif began to harbor strange fears.
*
Jamani’s son was lying ill for three days, and she had been nursing him day and night. The doctor diagnosed
the child was suffering from an attack of pneumonia and he gave Hanif medicines in two little vials. One was for
administering orally and the other for external use, that is for rubbing on the chest of the child. The bottle
containing the medicine for external use had the label: “Poison.” Hanif told Jamani that this medicine was for
external use only and was poisonous; hence she must keep it apart so as not to mix up the two and endanger the
child’s life. She kept it in a small cupboard in the wall. On the administration and application of the two
medicines, the child rallied a little that evening. His fever came down somewhat, and there was also relief in
coughing. Jamani had not slept for three days. Now, sleep overcame her, and she slept beside the child.
At midnight Jamani was dreaming. She was standing in front of her hut. Her father was in the graveyard. A
coffined corpse was being carried in front of the hut. Some mourners were talking among themselves. One of
them said: “A woman poisoned him.”
Jamani got up from the bed. She was deathly pale and her eyes bulged out of their sockets. There was a ghastly
smile on her face, and her body went stiff. Her wooden legs moved suddenly towards the wall where the
cupboard, containing the small bottle of poisonous medicine was. She took away the little bottle in a flash. Her
face assumed an even more ghastly aspect. The messenger of death had entered her body, as it were. With the
little bottle held firmly in her fist, she went near the child hurriedly. She opened the child’s mouth, which was
tightly shut, and with both hands pulling the jaws, she emptied the poison into his mouth. Then she laughed
hideously, fell down on the bed, and went to sleep.
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A little while later she was awakened by the groans of the child. The child was in pain and restless. His eyes
were dilating. His whole body was drawn taut and becoming stiff. Seeing the condition of the child, she took him
to her bosom and started weeping bitterly. Hanif, who was also sleeping nearby, was awakened. He saw the child
in a critical condition, breathing his last. In a few moments the child became lifeless. Hanif saw the empty vial of
poisonous medicine near the head of the child. He flew into a rage.
“When did you give this medicine to the child?” he shouted.
“I didn’t give him any medicine. I have been asleep since the evening,” answered Jamani, sobbing.
“Wherefrom did this empty vial come, then?” asked Hanif, taking the vial in his hand.
Jamani saw the vial. She was puzzled as to who had taken it out of the cupboard.
Seeing Jamani nonplussed, Hanif became totally intrigued and stunned. He could not understand how the child
had been poisoned. He put back the empty vial of poisonous medicine in the cupboard and fell down unconscious
on his bed.
Later in the morning, when the neighboring womenfolk came to enquire after the health of the child, they
found Hanif lying unconscious on his bed, and Jamani hugging the child to her breast in the manner of a person
who has lost his mind. No one was surprised at the child’s passing away as it was known that he was critically ill
the previous day. The neighbors started making preparations for the child’s funeral. Hanif was still unconscious
when they were ready to take the child to the graveyard for burial. Everyone believed Hanif was overcome by the
grief of having lost his only child. As the child’s corpse was being taken for burial, Jamani got up. Her eyes were
fixed on the coffin, and that strange, mysterious smile returned to her lips.
Hanif became very ill and did never leave the bed. Jamani’s image always played before his eyes as the image
of a witch who wanted to throttle him. He shrieked often as in his imagination Jamani came to strangle him.
Jamani’s apparently meaningless smile pierced his consciousness as a poisonous dagger. He often went into delirium. His brother came, on hearing of his illness, to look after him, but his condition went from bad to worse.
In the meantime, Jamani had been reduced to a skeleton, grief-struck over the loss of her child and the illness
of her dear husband. One night at about 2 P.M. Hanif’s condition became very serious. His brother sat near his
head. Suddenly Hanif cried:
“Jamani is a witch. Save me from her. She poisoned—” and without finishing the sentence he breathed his last.
Hanif’s brother ignored what Hanif had been saying in delirium. On seeing his brother die, he started sobbing
pathetically like a child.
In the morning, when Hanif’s body was being taken to the graveyard for burial, again Jamani’s face lit up with
that extraordinary fearsome smile which always mysteriously played on her face whenever a corpse was seen by
her being taken to the graveyard. If the goddess of death ever laughs, her laughter must be similar to Jamani’s
fearsome laughter. Hanif’s brother suddenly saw Jamani smiling, and his mind immediately turned to the dying
words of his brother. When he returned to Hanif’s house after burying him, he turned to Jamani angrily and said:
“You witch, why were you laughing at the death of your husband?”
Jamani gave no answer. She was silent as if in some kind of a trance. Hanif’s brother concluded that Jamani
had poisoned Hanif. This became the talk of the neighborhood and eventually the rumor reached the ears of the
local police. They came for investigation, and Hanif’s brother told them of Hanif’s last words and of the
happiness which Jamani showed at Hanif’s death.
Jamani was arrested. The house was searched, and the police recovered the empty vial of poison. The
prosecution concluded that Jamani was a murderess. She was put on trial and sentenced to imprisonment for life
for poisoning and murdering Hanif.
Jamani, till today, is undergoing that sentence in prison. She is always very very sad and lonely. But even now
if she sees any prisoner dead in the jail, she laughs loudly in the manner of the insane.
33.88 Neela’s Family\fn{by Shyamala Devi (1910-1943)} Karnataka State?, India (F) 2
“Do you know why you are back at home, Neeli?”
“No, Father.”
“Oh, I see. So you’ve learned to lie as well, living in a town! You slut!”
Neela’s eyes brimmed over with tears.
“Why do you shout like this, Father? First tell me what I’ve done. Then you can scold me.”
“See? That’s why I call you a liar. By the way, I heard about the play your school put on. I also heard that you
acted very well.”
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Her father’s harsh words hurt Neela. Failing to understand, she rose and went inside. Her father barked without
biting.
*
Leelavathi was the daughter of a landlord in Tegur. Her father lived like a lord, his tenants were the chieftains.
His cattle were the army of elephants and horses. The fields, gardens, and the lift well were the arena in which
their life struggles were fought.
They were Lingayats by caste. His household was one of the oldest and most respected in the village. The
attitudes of the rest of the family were equally traditional and old-fashioned. The world of the women did not
extend beyond the home. Household chores were their responsibility, as was looking after the needs of the
laborers and extracting work from them. They were expected to live contentedly within the house, where they
were pampered, adorned, and secure. They were forbidden even to hear about public meetings, let alone attend
school and college. Except on festival days and visits to the temple, they were not allowed to step out of the
house.
But when the landlord’s daughter was born she was named, unconventionally, Leela. For her father, however,
she was Neela. The landlord’s sister, Padma, had been married to a successful lawyer. (Even Padma, people felt,
was a trifle too modern a name.) Padma and her husband lived quite comfortably in town with their son, Shankar,
a young man of twenty. Giving in to his sister’s insistence, Gowda, the landlord, had allowed them to bring up
Neela. The love and affection showered on her had made life pleasant for fourteen-year-old Neela. She had by
then completed three years in a training college and was learning English at home. With Shanka’s help, she had
also passed a certificate course in English at the Anglo-vernacular school.
Leela’s modesty was in tune with her learning. She divided her leisure time between learning to play the
harmonium and helping with the household duties. Her aunt would often show her appreciation by pampering her
with gifts. She brought hand-spun saris for Leela, as Shankar too liked khadi. The husband and wife fondly hoped
that one day Leela would marry Shankar.
Leela’s uncle too never returned home empty-handed: flowers, sweets, biscuits, saris, blouses. Each day
brought a new present.
Shankar and Leela too loved each other. But the teasing encouragement of the elders only increased their
shyness. Mutual conversation seemed impossible.
Both of them had completed their exams and the court had also declared its vacations. So it was decided that
all of them would visit Bombay during that month. Their plans were disrupted suddenly, however. An unexpected
letter arrived from Leela’s father, asking her to return home immediately. At daybreak the next day somebody
from the village came to fetch her.
These sudden developments took all of them by surprise. Not wanting to antagonize Gowda, they hesitated
even to ask the servant what was afoot. Their excitement evaporated swiftly.
Leela arrived in the village to find her parents silent and uncommunicative. The entire village watched in
shocked surprise as the servant carried her belongings into the house. As she approached her mother, she was
severely reprimanded:
“At least cover your head decently!”
The next day she was told to wear a traditional wide-bordered sari.
“I’m here only for a few days. Why should I hurt their feelings,” Leela thought as she agreed. The same
afternoon she had had that perplexing conversation with her father.
*
As they sat down for the night meal, the old man spoke in a voice overcome with emotion.
“Neela,” he said.
Puzzled by the sudden change in his tone, Leela looked at him.
“Neela, you’ve put our family to shame. It’s not your fault, really. I made the mistake of sending you to the
town to learn to read and write. But what is this I hear? That you go to movies with them, that you move around
with Shankar? Do you want me to lose the village headman’s post by your wearing khadi? Your opposing the
government will only ruin us. Enough is enough. Stop your schooling at once and stay put at home. Otherwise
nobody will agree to marry you. I know what you’ve been up to at Padma’s place. My tenants have told me all
about your activities. A landlord from Kyarakoppa is coming to see you soon. If all goes well, the marriage will
take place in this month. Yes, and don’t forget to take a center parting and plait your hair the day they come.
You’d better wear your gold bangles too!”
Leela was ready to dress according to her father’s wishes. But the thought of marrying the Kyarakoppa
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landlord’s son upset her deeply.
It was late at night and everybody was asleep. She sat alone, staring without recognition at the group
photograph taken at her uncle’s home. In her disturbed state of mind she wondered if her marriage to the
Kyarakoppa Gowda had already taken place.
Once her aunt had said:
“Leelavathi, why don’t you get the water ready for your husband’s bath? I’ll get your meal ready. He’s bound
to get into a flap over the delay.”
From that day had begun Leela’s accomplishments in embroidery. She filled in designs on cloth and canvas,
and signed her name along with Shankar’s. Shyly, she had refused her uncle’s offer to get them framed.
“There’s time enough for everything,” he had told himself.
Memories besieged her—memories of Aunt and Uncle, Shankar, blissful memories. They seemed so far away,
as though from a previous birth. From today begins a new life, she thought.
Sleep played truant. On an impulse, she sat down and wrote to Shankar, urging him to rescue her. Pleading to
all three of them, she begged for a release from these bonds. But how was the letter to reach the postbox?
The very next day brought a letter from her uncle. He asked her to return to the town and mentioned the
Bombay trip. But without Leela’s knowledge, her father had a reply sent off, saying:
“She doesn’t want to leave the village for another couple of months.”
Upset over the letter, Padma refused to accompany her husband and son to Bombay.
*
It was decided that Siddalinga Gowda, the son of the Kyarakoppa landlord, would marry Leela. Her cries of
protest went unheeded. On the day of the engagement, accompanied by music and fanfare, they were taken in
procession to the village temple. Both were dressed in fine clothes and seated on a “swinging cot” placed in the
bullock cart.
Halfway through the procession, Leela, who was weeping continuously, felt like throwing up. Unable to get
over the biliousness she jumped down from the moving cart. The boor beside her, gloating at the prospect of an
“educated wife,” anxiously called to the others to stop. As Leela got a grip on herself, the people commented:
“She appears to be exhausted.”
“Maybe the sweets didn’t agree with her.”
She called faintly, “Water!” and collapsed by the mailbox along the road.
After she recovered slightly, they proceeded. The marriage was only two days away. The landlord was
reminded of his daughter’s angry words:
“I will marry only Shankar!”
Not wanting to create any complications, he decided against inviting Padma or her relatives.
It was on the afternoon of the wedding day that Padma received both of Leela’s letters. One written soon after
reaching the village, and the other written on the engagement day. Aghast and desperate at the content of the
letters, she had come to a decision. Contacting her husband and son was out of the question. There was no time to
lose. Locking the house, she left for the bus stand immediately. Within an hour she was in Tegur.
Padma was confronted with the sight of a sobbing Leela and a dark man beside her going through the wedding
rites. Catching her breath, she moaned:
“Oh, Leela!”
“Attevvaa …” Pathos tinged Leela’s cries for her aunt.
The commotion brought Tippa Bhatta from the neighboring house to the scene, who said:
“You shouldn’t have forced her into marriage, O Gowda. You’ll only suffer for it!”
In a rage, the landlord hustled everybody out.
Leela’s aunt spoke:
“What’s going on? Is all this finery for a bride or a corpse?”
“A corpse! Here beside her is the husband’s body.”
The bridegroom’s tones sounded like the braying of a donkey.
Padma was taken aback. Visibly upset, she saw that it was too late to do anything! Having failed in her efforts
to save Leela, she caught the next bus back home.
*
Leela joined her husband’s family the next day. She became a silent but loving presence in the house. Her
father-in-law, the landlord of Kyarakoppa, exulted:
“Didn’t I say she would change after marriage?”
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Leela’s unfailing service kept her husband content. He never ceased to wonder at her efficiency and generosity.
Her parents too were overjoyed at this transformation. The careful vigil kept on her in the early days of
marriage was relaxed. She now had complete freedom.
Meanwhile, Shankar married an educated girl.
Leela and her husband, who attended the wedding, stayed on for a couple of months.
Later, it became a habit with her to visit Dharwad every month and spend the day with Shankar and his family.
His happiness never failed to rouse her spirits.
Her husband too learned never to interfere with this pattern.
Sometimes, the daily offering to God was overlooked, but never did she falter in this routine of hers.
62.23 Just Interest\fn{by Gopichand aka Tripuraneni Gopichand (1910-1961)} Angalooru, Krishna District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (M) 4
Why I went to that village, I don’t remember now. But it happened; I went and I met with a childhood friend,
who took me along to his home. Having met after a long, very long separation, we were recapping our childhood
experiences and laughing happily when this man came. And you know how he arrived on the scene?
At first he slowly pushed the door open. Put his right foot in, across the doorstep, and looked suspiciously this
way and that. The bundle he carried under one arm he now shifted carefully to his other arm, inclined his head to
one side and stepped gingerly forward, approached my friend and handing the bundle over to him, said:
“Here is the money.”
Actually, the moment he sighted this man, my friend’s expression had changed radically. The joy which was
there a moment ago now vanished completely. Slowly relieving the man of the bundle, he said:
“You are a model to all mankind, Soorayya! A man of your word.”
This did not elicit the satisfaction from the man it should have and he said:
“Enough of your words! Taking the money is not the end of the matter. Within one month you must repay the
amount with interest. Of course you know the rate of interest—Just Interest—one and half rupees per hundred per
month.”
“Of course, Soorayya. Before the month is over, I shall repay your loan,” said my friend.
“Promising to return the amount is not enough. You must keep your word. Haven’t I planned an auspicious
ceremony? For happy events or unhappy, I might need the money. Later if you talk of courts and geerts—”
“What are you saying, Soorayya! How many times in the past haven’t I borrowed money from you. Have I
ever broken my word?”
“That is all right. Now count the money. It is all in single rupee coins. Only a little change is included. You
must return the amount in rupee coins only, mind you. If you talk of notes and geets, I shall not accept.”
“Is there any need for you to mention it Soorayya,” said my friend, opening the bundle.
The sight stunned me. I felt totally confused. All that was there in that bundle was rocks. Small rocks and big
rocks! Incredulous, I looked quizzically at my friend’s face. But he did not appear to notice me, and was very
carefully engaged in counting the rocks one by one.
I did not understand and turned to Soorayya. His head was still inclined to one side and he was gazing most
watchfully, without batting an eyelid, at the rocks being counted. Presently my friend completed the job and said:
“Amount all right Soorayya.”
“It is not enough to say all right today. Today is the twentieth. By the next twentieth, Monday, you must repay
to the last paisa all my money” Soorayya reminded my friend, and making my friend say “I shall return” three
times, he left.
I was only waiting for him to go, dying to know what all this ritual was about and I turned to my friend to ask,
when he made a sign to me to be quiet gesturing to the door. Even as I turned to look, Soorayya burst in through
the door. He was a totally different man now. He no longer looked his earlier self. He was shivering all over. His
eyes burned red. He was breathing very heavily. Only his head was still inclined to one side. Pausing just a second
at the doorstep, he rushed wildly to my friend and shouted:
“Where is my money? How many days has it been since I gave you the loan? You say ‘today’ and ‘tomorrow’
and make me go round you like a mongrel dog? Do you have any sense of propriety or decency? What do you eat,
rice or grass?”
To tell you the truth, when I witnessed this attack, I grew agitated; grew furious. But what could I do? Just sat
there staring at them. But my friend was all deference, all humility:
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“Here, Soorayya. Take your money now. I admit it is slightly delayed, but for a gentleman like you how far is
it proper that you should talk loosely like this?” he said, returning that very same bundle of rocks.
“But what about the interest? Do you believe I can throw my money away? Do you think I loaned it to you
because I had too much of it and didn’t know what to do with it? Or do you think I owed a debt to your grandfather? Unless you settle my debt completely, and finally, I shall not budge from this place,” said Soorayya
grabbing the waist-folds of my friend’s dhoti.
“All right, Soorayya. I shall pay it, but first release me.”
“Go and get it,” Soorayya said and pushed him.
My friend almost toppled over, but somehow managed to retain his balance, moved behind the wall and picked
up ten rocks and put them in Soorayya’s hand. Soorayya counted them, and without one word more to my friend
turned abruptly and moved to the door, his head still inclined to one side, and disappeared.
My friend heaved a sigh and without any further enquiries from me, he himself began:
“A pity, what shall I say? At one time the leading money-lender of the entire village was this Soorayya. Now
he has gone mad and behaves like this.”
“He is mad? How has he gone mad? And what kind of insanity is this?” I asked.
Then my friend told me Soorayya’s story.
“For Soorayya’s present plight his father must be held responsible. His father was a very fine man, a man of
compassion. And it was such a man that caused the downfall of his son.”
“Such a good man …”
“I shall explain. Because he was such a generous man, he gave away donations, endowed charities, stood
sureties, and ruined the property completely. Losing his wealth, he died a hopeless pauper’s death. Having
witnessed all this with his own eyes, it is not surprising that Soorayya swore vengeance against society. Thus he
changed completely and from the time the business came into his hands, he went about making money ruthlessly.
He sold away the four acres he had inherited and invested that amount too in his money-lending business. All
kinds of personal relationships he severed brutally. There was only one relationship between him and the others—
usury. He was born only to lend money on interest; the rest of mankind to take money and pay the interest.
“Transforming himself so thoroughly, squeezing the ryots of their last drop, he grew in just a few years into the
biggest sahukar\fn{Money-lender.} of the town. Though he had become the leading sahukar, once he had tasted
money-making, how could he change his habits and practices? So even when he did not need the money, he
continued with the old methods. He was absolutely tightfisted; a suppliant might cry himself hoarse, but not a
paisa would he let go. He could put his debtors to as much suffering as possible, drive them to pure misery and
succeed in recovering his dues. No room whatsoever for kindness or commiseration here. Homes might collapse,
families might break up, it wouldn’t touch his heart.
“Thus as his money multiplied, jealousy and hatred for him in the village grew alongside. People only feared
him, not even one person in the village liked him. Soorayya thought this attitude of the villagers was a blessing in
disguise. What I want is money—who cares for these people’s approval? he would say. As things reached this
stage, an incident took place.
“In the same village, in the next street lived a farmer called Chandrayya. That man, it so happened, was
indebted to Soorayya to the tune of two hundred rupees. No doubt Chandrayya was a petty farmer, but he had
links with the town and he was rather reckless about both money and litigation. He loathed the wealthy. Never
afraid of them. Far from being grateful for lending him money while in need, he developed the feeling that
Soorayya was fleecing him unscrupulously; and he harbored resentment. Soorayya had been lured by the prospect
of high interest into lending money to Chandrayya, but once he effected the loan he was haunted by the fear of
default; he started dunning the debtor.
“One day he confronted Chandrayya with an ultimatum; heaped imprecations on him. That was all that was
needed for the fire inside Chandrayya to burst into the open:
“‘I wont pay you a paisa. Go and complain to whoever you wish! First clear out of my house,’ he shouted.
“Poor Soorayya had never been faced with such a situation. Chandrayya's reaction stunned him; he couldn't
speak for a whole minute.
“‘Out!’ Chandrayya thundered.
“‘Chandrayya! This is not in your interest. I shall drag you to a court and crush you,’ said Soorayya.
“‘You want to crush me, you mother—” Chandrayya let off a string of obscenities and pushed Soorayya out
rudely.
“Just imagine poor Soorayya’s state of mind. He danced with rage. He was as good as deranged and went
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about complaining to whoever he happened to meet:
“He doesn’t want to give me even the Just Interest! Even the very capital amount he won’t, he says! Have you
heard of such a thing anywhere? This practice of Just Interest has been with us since the days of Lord Sri Rama,
hasn’t it?” He grew frenetic in his appeals.
“Wandering all over, he returned home, had a quick bite, and tying his upper cloth around his waist, and
carrying his white umbrella, started out for the town. The hope in his breast didn’t quite wilt. He went to
Chandrayya’s house first and neighing like a horse strolled up and down four or five times outside. He stopped
without rhyme or reason those going to the bazaar and informed them, ‘Going to town on a little court business,’
making sure that Chandrayya heard him. Chandrayya shouted from within his house:
“‘Why only the court, go and complain to Lord Brahma who created you. Looks like you are not fated to drink
your own village water.’
“What then could he have done? Though he was shaken a little by Chandrayya’s words, how could he afford to
lose the money? He roundly rebuked his own heart and brought it under control and reached the town, consulted
the pleader and got a registered notice issued to Chandrayya. Though he had got a notice issued, the agitation in
his mind increased. He felt rather glum and didn’t feel like doing anything and wandered around in the town
vaguely and then when finally he left for our village it was dusk.
“You know that to come from the town you have to get down at the road and walk for a mile along a very
difficult footpath. By the time Soorayya reached the footpath it was very late and dark. As he got off the road, he
was filled with fear. That footpath led only to our village so there was not much traffic on it. To make matters
worse, on either side stood thick trees, like devils with their hair let down. Picking up courage somehow, reciting
a prayer to Lord Anjaneya, he had hardly walked ten paces along the footpath when he reached the big banyan
tree—you may have noticed it.
“Suddenly he heard something move in the nearby bushes. He froze; and the prayer froze in his throat. And ten
of Chandrayya’s men waiting for him at that spot pounced on him. Beat him black and blue. Threw him down and
thrashed him mercilessly. They fell on him and took away twenty rupees from his. pocket, saying:
“‘You have filed a suit! Who is going to pay our expenses? Your grandfather?’
“They kicked Soorayya as they liked and leaving him there they all went away.
“It didn’t take long for word of this to flare all over the village.
“‘Soorayya has been beaten up, beaten up, I hear,’ whispered the whole village. Not one of the villagers
showed any sympathy for him. No one said, ‘Pity.’
“Only Soorayya’s wife and daughter cried bitterly. Soorayya’s wife was a wonderful housewife. The daughter
too was a very good woman. But then how could they have stopped his atrocities outside? How could they have
changed his mentality?
“First thing in the morning, all the sahukars in the village called on Soorayya to condole with him. The night
before Soorayya had hardly slept. All kinds of thoughts had crowded his mind as he sat up. Though his wife and
his daughter were weeping inconsolably, he didn’t even look at them. Though he had been bashed up badly, he
hardly let out a groan.
“The sahukars said, ‘Enough is enough, Soorayya. There is no point in sitting like this. You must file a
criminal case and see their end.’
“Soorayya did not respond. He just lay there, thinking of something. The sahukars misconstrued his silence.
“‘No, Soorayya, we will surely win the case, no doubt,” they said.
“Soorayya stirred a little, looked coolly at them and said:
“‘Fine, then. Let’s collect donations to fight this case.”
“The moment he said ‘donations’ the sahukars looked at each other. ‘What is this Soorayya? You are bashed
up, aren’t you? And you want us to give donations,’ they said.
“At this Soorayya lost his temper. Even in that painful condition he sat up and said:
“‘Have they bashed me up? They attacked not me, but the money I have. That means they have attacked all the
sahukars in this village. Attacked everyone who lends money on interest. If I alone had to be beaten, Chandrayya
alone would have done it. Why do you think all the others have joined hands with him? They are capable of
beating up people, and so they all got together to beat me up. Now we are capable of donating, so we shall
donate.’
“The sahukars didn’t understand a word. They concluded that the battering had affected his brain. One by one,
they all slipped away. Many tried and tried hard to persuade him, but he didn’t change his mind. Whatever
happened, he wasn’t going to file a suit, he said.

431

“‘Why should I burn my own money and fight their case for other rich men? That I won’t,’ he would say.
“Whatever the planetary conjunction when Chandrayya attacked and belabored him, it marked a turning point
in Soorayya’s fortunes. When he didn’t file a suit even after having been beaten up, he lost his standing with the
villagers. The money they had so far stood in awe of that money couldn’t go to his rescue! That’s all! From adults
to boys, everyone started having fun teasing him or mocking him. The moment he left his house, the kids clapped
their hands and shouting, ‘Soorayya’s interest, Chandrayya’s lathi,\fn{Stave.} chased him. When he demanded
repayment, his debtors turned to him and asked, ‘Would you like a bashing?’ Still others said, ‘Here’s your
capital, here’s your interest,” knocking him on the head with their knuckles.
“Finally Soorayya ended up failing to recover even a paisa of the debts. As the money had come, so it went.
Wherever he had deposited it, it just evaporated. His son-in-law now sent back the daughter because he wasn’t
going to get the property he had hoped to inherit from Soorayya.
“Soorayya couldn’t face his wife or his daughter, so he generally spent his time away from his home. Quickly
gulping down a little food, he would go and spend his time under the peepul tree on the tank bund. Collecting
some rocks, he would throw them one by one into the tank, watching the ripples they created in the water.
“But then the people in the village didn’t leave him in peace even there. As he became more and more
helpless, the populace began to use its power more and more. The vindictiveness and the utter contempt didn’t
stop with him but turned against even his family.
“One day as Soorayya’s daughter was giving fodder to the she-buffalo in their hay-stack yard, four people
seized her and raped her in the pit. When they had finished with her and left, the girl picked herself up and
somehow managed to drag herself to the well, jumped into it and committed suicide. On coming to know of this,
Soorayya’s wife, unable to take the humiliation, poured kerosene on herself and burnt herself to death. At the
same time Soorayya’s enemies had Soorayya’s debts transferred to themselves and had his house auctioned.”
I could listen to him up to this point when my patience ran out and I asked him the question:
“Didn’t anyone stop this atrocity?”
“Few were there who called it wrong. He was only paying for his own crimes, some said, while some others
feared that intervening at this stage might put their own families in danger. Finally no one spoke up or moved to
intervene.”
“Oh! Then what happened?” I asked.
“What more is left? The money had gone its way. The daughter had met with that fate; and the wife with this.
Soorayya was heartbroken. Mooing like a cow, he roamed the village. Then after some time he went totally mad.
Now if someone out of pity gives him something to eat, he eats. And he lingers only under the peepul on the
tankbund. Rain or shine, he stays there. Never mentions his daughter or his wife. Never greets anyone. And the
talk goes round that once a day he goes to take a look at his old house and sheds tears and at night goes to the well
in which his daughter has committed suicide and does ritual circumambulation. This is the background.”
I had listened to his story with bated breath. When I had asked him to tell me Soorayya’s story I wasn't
prepared for this kind of tragedy. I felt deeply moved.
“Then what is this business of the rocks?” I asked.
“Habit,” said my friend. “The old habit makes him do such things. We too, feeling sorry for him, not wanting
to hurt him further in this state, play along. This Soorayya—”
Even as he was speaking we heard a big commotion in the street outside.
“Soorayya’s interest, Chandrayya’s laathi”—we heard shouts from outside. Soorayya lowed, “Baay.” At that
noise we both rushed outside.
In the street, we saw Soorayya panting and puffing, walking quickly. In his hands he held the bundle which my
friend had just given him. Trailing him noisily, a rabble of children was pelting rocks at him. From walking
Soorayya suddenly started running. Zooming ahead he stopped before a house, gazed at it for a minute, moved
and stood on the parapet of a well nearby. The children stopped in their tracks. The rocks remained in their hands.
My friend and I held our breaths and watched. Soorayya leaned forward and peeped into the well and then turned
and looked at the house. Suddenly he lowed like a mechanical siren, “Baay,” giving the shivers to the people
within earshot and jumped into the well with the bundle of rocks.
People gathered at the spot, but it was of no use whatsoever. The bundle of rocks my friend had given him
didn’t allow him to come up in time; only his body surfaced. Later, when we had returned home, my friend said:
“That house there was his house. The well he jumped into is the same in which his daughter had committed
suicide.”
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69.33 From Behind The Door\fn{by Akhtar Orainwi (1910-1977)} Gaya, Gaya District, Bihar State, India (M) 4
There was a small cycle-repairing shop by the footpath on the southern side of the road. People passing down
the road were attracted by all sorts of strange and unusual things inside the shop. There were wheels, bars, and
cobweb-like spokes of bikes to be repaired. There was also a worn out elusive thing made of wooden boards, that
could be called an almirah only in a sudden flight of sweet fancy, standing by the wall, like a dovecote, perhaps
from eternity. In it there lay, at various stages of their decline, empty cardboard boxes, pieces of rubber, small tin
canisters, rusty iron tools, broken pumps, tyres and tubes together with dirty besmirched pieces of cloth. All of
them were kept like the medley of charms in the bag of a magician. Nuts and bolts were strewn all over the floor,
while cobwebs clung to the ceiling. An iron chair, so old as to take lesson from, stood silently in a corner, and
advertisements of Goodyear and Dunlop\fn{American tire companies.} dangled from the walls.
And inside this shop could be seen a diminutive, clean-pated mechanic operating upon a bike hanging from the
ceiling. He was always found busy with his work, talking occasionally to his clients in a very soft but nasal tone
that exuded utter lifeless humility.
In the neighborhood of the cycle-repairing shop there were several tinkers’ shops. The hands of the barebodied artisans with their dhoties tucked up, backs bent and eyes lowered, used to rise and fall continuously and
uniformly, like levers, and went on hammering and hammering that filled the air with the metallic sound of thainthain, thuk-thuk all the time. The tinkers looked more like the robots of a great engineer than the living and
sentient creatures of God.
The bald-pated mechanic was a marionette around whose shop large-sized dolls kept on hammering. The
whole atmosphere was lifeless where there was either measured mechanical movement or soulless peace. But
when the weary glances of the passers-by skimmed past the desolate and morose head of the mechanic to a pitchcoated door just in front, there came into view two entities full of life and light, like a stream in the desert, that
dispelled their boredom at once and made them curious and inquisitive. Only those lustrous entities could remove
the insipidity and listlessness of the whole atmosphere, like jasmine flowers blooming suddenly in a coal mine, or
playing a melodious tune on a flute silencing the rattling and rumbling of an iron factory. Such was the heartrefreshing sensation caused by observing those entities, extremely telling and enormously attractive. Converging
the beams of light and warmth of a soul and heart, like a magnifying glass, they warmed up and moved other
hearts as well. Such lively, deep and expressive eyes are rarely seen on this ever hurtling big ball called earth.
The door was always ajar, and through the opening could be seen part of a gray sayee. The cell behind the door
looked dark from where two stars rose in the morning and kept glittering till evening, like unalterable phenomena
of nature. They had been shining for many years behind the door, and two generations had seen those star-like
eyes wide open in that orbit. The shining eyes had been looking toward the road with an eternal gaze for half a
century, and were still gazing like the sphinx. The wayfarers felt the vigor of the rays emitted by those lively eyes.
They passed but the eyes still stared.
Those were the eyes of an old woman. She had been abandoned by youth long ago and not even a faint trace of
it was to be seen in her. What to speak of youth; the very breath of life was running out. Though her face was full
of wrinkles, yet her modesty remained as unrumpled as the fresh petals of a rose. She always wore her veil, and
the door was always ajar. From behind the curtain, she peeped at the road with her crushed and crumpled
aspirations tied like a knot in the pupils of her eyes intoxicated with an eternal vigil. And those eyes were
connected with a heart that formed in itself a universe of faith, wish, anguish, sorrow, and patience.
She was married at sixteen. Her husband also was a tinker, but he kept himself aloof from his job. A sprightly
smiling youth of twenty was simply appalled at working like an automaton. Perhaps his veins contained vibrating
mercury rather than molten lead.
His father wanted to nail him down in the shop, as an heir to the centuries-old family profession. He liked not
the wheels, hammers, bellows and iron chisels to stop working for ever. But the son, a peculiar young man that he
was, refused to become lead, zinc, brass and copper. He was too uncouth and too rebellious to fit in the traditional
mold, thus casting a slur on the fair name of the family. In childhood, he was part of the machine, willy-nilly. But,
as soon as he grew young he, like a vigorous colt, started breaking loose to enjoy frisking and gamboling. Even
the chains of wedlock couldn’t shackle him. Just within one year of his marriage he fled the narrow confines of
his town to seek the wide breadth of the city of Calcutta.
His young wife first thought, it was only a passing whim and he would return after the high tide of his impulse
had subsided. How much did they know one another? Even if the curiosity to explore the domain of body had
lessened, the secrets of the kingdom of heart would invariably create ever new interest. The mysteries of her love
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were countless, the ocean of her heart was bottomless. She was yet to roll innumerable priceless pearls of love at
the feet of her master, but the native abroad didn’t return. Letters, and money too, he kept on sending from
Calcutta, but he himself never came.
And then a miracle was to take place. The woman believed in its power and was completely lost in
contemplation of its success. She thought that the forceful magic of her love, which had imprisoned the soul of
her husband in her body, was to pull him back very soon. She had so much faith in it that she was expending
entire capital of her life’s hope, faith, feeling, emotion, love and youth on fostering and nurturing that miracle. All
the tissues of her body were undergoing great change and all her veins throbbed with life on account of that
magic, quickening and growing very fast within her. So was her faith. She was pregnant. She felt that a new life
was being created from her own life.
But when a daughter was born to her, she was shocked and thrown off her guard. All sorts of doubts and heartrending suspicions assailed her. Perhaps her magic didn’t work well, otherwise the image of a man would have
been formed. What was to be done then? The woman, hanging between hope and despair, got an intimation sent to
Calcutta, but no reply came. It broke her heart. She thought that her magic was less powerful than the magic of
Bengal; hence its defeat.
Thus, several years went by. One day, there came the news that the “fugitive” was returning home. The
woman, however, never thought of him as a “fugitive,” rather he was an estranged god coming after a long time.
In order to receive and welcome her god, she stationed herself, along with her daughter, behind the pitch-coated
door kept ajar. She had lighted all the lamps in the temple of heart, and at its portal had set two most luminous
lamps under eyelids, sending out impassioned summons of love with their beams. It was really a tumultuous time
for her. She began her vigil in the morning with her expectant, hopeful and enthusiastic eyes fixed on the road.
The day wore on slowly to make room for the night, and she was still sitting there with the same expectant,
hopeful and enthusiastic gaze fixed on the road. Even late at night, she kept turning and dispelling the darkness of
the street with her sanguine glances till the last wayfarer also had gone. Horse-carriages passed hurtling down the
road to stir up suppressed hopes and passions in the vigilant eyes. But, what next? Nobody came. The last
revolution of the last wheels also disappeared into darkness. Meanwhile, the kajal (collyrium) in the expectant
eyes was washed in tears, and the vermilion in the parting of the hair inflicted more pain than a knife wound. All
her make-up and embellishment was coming to naught. She sobbed through the night, but none turned up. Early
morning, when the knocking of hammers was heard, she realized that the night had passed.
Thereafter it became her daily routine to start her vigil behind the door every morning with renewed hopes and
aspirations. She had, perhaps, coiled her whole life round one hope, one duty, one responsibility. Embellished and
veiled, she kept raking the road, the crowd, the vehicles, and the whole surroundings with her intent gaze. The
wheels of her black, quivering pupils moved on the straight road times without number, but her own passenger did
never take the carriage of her eyes to reach the door of her house. Numberless cruel days and countless pitch
black nights formed the throttling new patterns of hope and despair, love and hate, scorching anxiety and eternal
anguish with the long and endless threads of her vigil. The golden warm rays of the sun, the gentle and wayward
winds, the quietly humming beams of the moon, the surging and verdant rainy seasons, the fascinating winters,
and the crazy summers made her daughter young and herself middle-aged. She turned thirty four and her daughter
seventeen. The world changed, but not her routine. She continued waiting, veiled behind the pitch-coated door.
Her father-in-law died, knocking and melting and rubbing the metals. She got it written to her husband that his
father was dead, and his daughter was of marriageable age. But that letter never reached its destination.
After one year or so, there suddenly came a letter from her husband. It was sent from one of the tea-gardens of
Assam. He wrote that he had gone to Assam because his business in Calcutta had failed. He further wrote that he
was mindful of his responsibilities for his daughter, and would come only after saving enough money for her
marriage. A new squib of hope was lighted in the woman’s heart. But very soon that also was burnt to ashes. That
proved to be the last letter. Thereafter, neither any intimation nor did he himself come.
The old tinker had left so much money behind that his granddaughter was married. The mother-in-law, however, got the groom settled at her place, but didn’t allow him to become a tinker. Rather she got opened for him a
cycle-repairing shop. She had developed an aversion to tinkering, and it did give her a scare.
Even after her daughter’s marriage, her routine remained unchanged. Her bold-headed son-in-law was engaged
in operating upon the wounded bikes, while she, from behind the pitch-coated door, gazed ceaselessly at the road.
There of course occurred only one change, and that she no longer used kajal and vermillion, and didn’t adorn
herself any more. Nevertheless, the door was always ajar, and the veil was never raised. She formed permanent
and unchangeable part of those surroundings. Time changed, but not she. Her grief-stricken wide-awake eyes rent
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the curtain of darkness restlessly through the night in search of her coming wayfarer. Whatever season or weather
it might be, passers-by were sure to find two intensely alive eyes, gazing and staring. Those eyes had very fondly
and intimately watched every up and down on the road, with its backbone and ribs crackling all day long.
Although they used to get exhausted very often by looking at the same portion of the road, yet they never
retreated. Year after year dust and dirt flowed down the drain in front of her house, so did meaningless crowds of
people down the road. The black, brown, speckled dogs, with their curved tails; the neighboring folk, with their
faces and features, talks and taunts, quarrels and reconciliations, poverty and prosperity, marriage, birth and death
—all those activities and movements of life uniformly entered the world of her veil, and were absorbed in the
sensitive heart of the woman to smolder in her expectant eyes.
There were small houses and cabbage-fields across the road. The whole area was cleared, and there sprang a
football field and stately college buildings. The looks and appearances, the clothes and dresses, the idioms and
palavers of the people changed. The slogans like “Hindu-Muslim Bhai-bhai,” “India is free” and “Long live
revolution,” and the vociferous processions with red, yellow, and green flags and festoons were all buried in the
tomb of history, having just scratched the expectant eyes and ears of the woman on the vigil. The road became
busier still, with buggies and tandems having been replaced by cars and lorries. They sped down the road, like
gusts of wind, raising heaps of dust. But the much-awaited passenger didn’t ride home even by those wind-driven
vehicles. The road was surfaced with concrete to make it fit for heavy traffic. The town scintillated with electric
wires and bulbs.
But behind the door the same eternal lamps kept burning. The woman was filled with anguish at the
disappearance of the old familiar pebbles and stone chips. She didn’t like even small stains on doors and walls to
be obliterated. She wanted to stop the hands of the clock till the estranged native abroad returned home. But the
pitiless time had been changing her body and its environment. She was growing old. Had God willed this, the old
age would have come suddenly with a long stride; but it was crawling like the serpent in the paradise, and the
woman was having the bitter feeling of the ebbing away of her youth every moment. What present would she
make to him, when he came? She was pathetically lonely after her daughter’s marriage. Time was out to put her
on the cross, and she was herself bearing the cross, all alone with no hope and help from any quarter. Everything
was changing, but her heart and eyes were the same as left by her husband. Only the wick of the lamp, sometimes,
fluttered.
There was an earthquake that shattered the town; wars broke out and revolts took place. Desperate rebels
blocked the roads and pulled down electric wires. The woman was pleased to watch such activities, because she
detested all those modern objects as they were strange to her. They had appeared after destroying the old things
familiar to her. But when the roads were blocked and the trains stopped, the woman behind the door quaked and
quivered. How would, then, he come, for whom she had been waiting all her life? She deeply detested the
subversive rebels who seemed to pierce her heart. Then came military vans, like locusts, and the Tommies
controlled the road. Bullets were fired, causing routs and stampedes. Again, the heart behind the door trembled for
the native abroad, who while returning home might be shot dead or caught by the soldiers. During those
disturbances, all the tinkers’ shops were closed, but the pitch-coated door used to open behind which burned the
lamps of the eyes under the veil. The eyes were afire with hatred for both, the rebels as well the Englishmen.
Everything passed—changes, quakes, rebellions—and with them passed half a century. But no change or storm
could extinguish and snuff out the light of those eyes on the vigil. Many sons and daughters were born to the
woman’s daughter. However, she didn’t take as much interest in her grandchildren as is usually taken by old
ladies. Whenever the children came to her, she made them also sit behind the door. But soon they used to get
bored and run away. The woman heard her daughter passing sarcastic remarks, and clean-pated son-in-law
intoning his anger, but all to no effect.
*
And then an event took place. When she was sixty five, her granddaughter was married. The moment she came
to know that her grandson-in-law worked in Calcutta, she was frightened. The very name of Calcutta used to
terrify her. But when the first letter came from the grandson-in-law, her eyes glittered with a new light.
While her granddaughter was engaged in reading the letter, sitting on the cot all alone in the room, she went
there on tiptoe and sat silently on the floor beside the bride. The girl was perusing the letter in her raised hand,
certain sentences of which she sometimes read aloud. The blood in the lively heart of the young faithful bride was
aflame with yearnings and aspirations of love, whereas the expectant and eager eyes of the old woman were
ablaze with the fire of a desolate heart. She thought the letter was from her lost husband, and it was being read to
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her by the granddaughter. In her eagerness to listen more clearly, she kept on crawling toward the letter-reader,
and finally, when she touched the bride, the latter startled and was overwhelmed with shame.
Thenceforth it became a regular practice of the old woman to wait for the postman, while sitting behind the
door. Those dear envelopes coming from Calcutta! What a romantic being the postman was! How many restless
eyes were tied to his feet, and how many hearts were stirred by his footfalls!
The young bride also waited for the carrier of happy tidings. Sometimes, she too, out of restlessness, stood
behind the pitch-coated door. But the vigil of the old woman was like old wine that gave full intoxication, whereas
the young girl was like the deer just bearing the musk. The girl was more restless, like the fragrance of youth,
while the old woman was fathomless, like the Pacific. She was simply on the vigil, a solitary and eternal vigil.
The newlywed bride, like her self-centered and self-embellishing youth, was much too confident of getting a letter
from her husband while waiting for it. However, it was very rarely that the beloved envelope from Calcutta fell
into her hand. That precious commodity was usually grabbed by her old grandmother. Who else could wait with
such infinite patience as she did, sitting behind the door? She carried the letter, secretly and blissfully, to her
granddaughter’s room, and having delivered it to her, she would sit expectantly. Whenever the old woman
scurried to the bride’s room stealthily, it signified the magic of Bengal had woken. If the girl wasn’t in her room,
she would rush to it the moment she saw Granny hastening in that direction.
At first, she looked at Granny with hatred, the same kind of hatred and jealousy as is induced between cowives. In her case, it was also due to a sense of guilt and shame. But in course of time, a compromise was
effected. Granny never failed to hand over the letter to her granddaughter and the girl read out the whole of it,
except of course a few sentences expressing youthful exuberance of love. That rendered the old lady happy and
spiritually satisfied. She thought as if the letter were addressed to her.
Human psyche is inexplicable in whose depths time and place all are dissolved and lose their meaning. For
half a century the old woman had lived naïvely under an illusion. She took every letter from Calcutta as her own
long lost husband’s letter and only got it read to her by her granddaughter. It filled her with intoxicating bliss,
keeping her under its sway for days together, and every day she would sit behind the door on her eternal vigil.
And there came a letter, bringing the news of bridegroom’s arrival on a certain date. It overwhelmed the bride
with joy, but the old woman received it in all seriousness and became hysterical thereafter. She made the girl read
the letter again and again, and repeatedly inquired of the date and time, and went to sit behind the door. Her face
was sometimes as mysterious as the face of a dead person, quiet and deep and dark but suggestive. At other times,
her face expressed either extreme joy or became extremely pensive.
*
The day the groom was to come dawned at last. He was to come from Calcutta by train at 3 o’clock in the
morning. The old woman, as usual, started her vigil early in the morning, much before the day’s business had
begun, but that day her eyes were shining with new hopes and her vigil was vibrating with fresh sensations.
Unusual feelings and sentiments were throbbing in her eyes. That day she didn’t even take her meal. She was
simply transfixed, like a nail, behind the door.
The noon passed. Then night fell with all its mysteries. But the old woman didn’t budge from her position,
despite all persuasion, and the door remained ajar, like her expectant eyes. As the night advanced and darkened, it
grew colder and colder. Everybody was asleep, and she became part of the dark, having melted into its silent
eternity.
When it was all quiet, she suddenly rose and stole into her granddaughter’s room. The young woman, fatigued
by the burden of her youth, was fast asleep. The old woman took some vermilion from a vial in the vanity bag and
filled the parting of her hair with the help of a mirror. Then she returned very swiftly and sat down behind the
door. She was now more contented and self-assured. The icy cold winter wind was blowing outside, and the
feelings of the old woman were as sharp as the stab of the icy cold winter wind. Nevertheless, a solemn peace
with infinite pathos had covered her.
Her grandson-in-law came on time. But, as the winter night had advanced, he didn’t try to enter the house by
the roadside door, from where the female apartments were a bit remote. He thought:
“Who will come this side of the house at this hour to open the door?”
The other door, by the side lane, opened into the courtyard, and it was easier to be heard from there. The young
bride opened the courtyard door at 4 o’clock in the morning, and the groom entered the house. Both of them went
into their bedroom, where the vermilion fallen from the trembling hands of the old woman was still lying
scattered.
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The old woman waited all night, sitting behind the door. But none came and none called. Only the icy cold
wind kept blowing through the half open door, and the bones along with the heart and eyes of the old woman bore
the pangs of waiting.
*
Night passed.
It was morning. The road woke up. The bride and the groom also got up. But the old woman was still sitting
behind the door. Everybody saw the light in the expectant eyes had increased.
The glances had grown immortal.
And her vigil had become limitless, steadfast, and everlasting.
78.465 Flint\fn{by Purushottab Bhaskar Bhave (1910-1980)} Dhulia, Dhule District, Marashtra State, India (M) 5
He was a wily, successful looking man: fat, balding and flashily dressed. He swept into the private room at the
Seaside Inn with is skinny tousle-haired friend in tow, sat down and tipped back his chair expansively.
“Well, I’m in the clear now. All signed and sealed! And it wasn’t easy, mind! I brought it off entirely by
myself. You writers now, you’re all the same. You’d walk into a ditch if there was no-one to look after you.”
“You’re right,” said the thin man with the long untidy hair, peering intently at the menu. “We’re no good at
business.”
“And that’s where you make your mistake. Your feet may be on the ground but your heads are up in the sky
somewhere. You’ll never get on like that. A man needs his head close to the ground, and he can dangle his legs in
the air if he feels like it.”
“Quite right!” said the thin man, continuing to study the menu devoutly.
“Take just now.” The fleshy man loosened the red-spotted tie around his neck, wiped his horn-rimmed
spectacles and replaced them o his nose. “It was a real case of misfortunes never coming singly. I was just on the
point of being let in for it good and proper, but I slithered out of it nicely in the end, didn’t I, eh?”
“How was that then?” said the thin one absently.
“I’m tell you, aren’t I? Look I’ll explain it all … but first, what’ll you have?”
“Oh, anything.”
“But ‘what is your favorite’? What d’you like best? Beer, whisky, brandy, gin, rum?”
“I drink whatever I’m offered.”
“But we’ve got to start somewhere!”
“Whisky.”
“Right, whisky. Er … will Nasik be alright? Straight from the holy well!”
“Anything will do. Water if you like.”
“Oh no, no, no. We’ll have real Scotch. ‘Never mind the price.’ Where I live it’s as dry as the desert, so I
always feel like tanking up when I come to Bombay. Fancy us meeting by chance after all this time! Bombay’s a
wonderful place for writers and journalists. Yes! We’ll have Scotch. I thought at first that—”
“What did you think?”
“Well you know, you writers, you’d probably think Scotch wasn’t a patch on Nasik whisky. You often go on
scribbling verses about some ugly looking piece as if she was Cleopatra.\fn{ Cleopatra VII (69-30BC), Queen of Egypt
(from 51).} Just look at her with our eyes for a minute and you’ll soon see how beautiful she is. What d’you say to
that, eh?”
“It does happen sometimes, yes.”
“It would never happen to me. Even the plainest girls knock you people all of a heap, but if I was faced with
Cleopatra herself I wouldn’t just sit staring at her. You get drunk with ideas and are ready to idolize some slut as if
she was a paragon of beauty, while I’d send Tilottamâ herself packing with no more feelings than I would a
trollop. It would take more than a pint of whisky to make me drunk. It’s the same thing isn’t it?”
“Very true,” said the thin man splashing soda into his whisky.
“You just sit and agree with everything! Cheerio!” said the fat man picking up his glass. “This Scotch reminds
me though. I nearly got into a fine mess over the whisky business.”
“What’s that? Have you opened a liquor shop then?”
“Well, I suppose you might say I opened one. I just told you, didn’t I, that our town is dry as a bone.”
“So what’s the whisky business got to do with that?”
“You can’t be that innocent! Why because it’s dry the liquor trade’s going like wildfire. Law of supply and
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demand my boy! The supply’s been stopped but the demand goes on. And as for Scotch? If it was nectar it
couldn’t cost more. How much would a poor devil dying of thirst in the Sahara desert give for a bottle of water?”
“I’ve no idea,” said the lean man, concentrating o his glass.
“I don’t want an answer in annas and rupees. It was a hypothetical question. the answer is that he’ll give
whatever you care to name. I’ve sold my cases of Scotch at fantastic prices, four hundred, seven hundred, a
thousand per cent profit. You can’t lose. Why waste your time covering your paper and your fingers with ink
stains? Sell Scotch, young man, sell Scotch!”
“But where do you manage to acquire so many cases of Scotch?”
“Oh, those Americans are princes, real princes. Nothing like these beggarly English of ours. They pile up heaps
of clothes and drink and chocolate and tobacco and matches. It means nothing to them.”
“So it’s all foreign liquor.”
“Well it was an American padre who actually gave it me, but he got it from some big noise in the army. He just
loaded him with Tree Feathers, White Label, White Horse. The padre had two good-looking daughters.”
“Do you mean to say a man of God …?”
“Man of God, man of affairs, what’s the difference? Look here now, how can you blame him? If he hadn’t
stocked up with the stuff then somebody else would have. Someone would have incurred the sin, whatever
happened, so why shouldn’t that old boy? I must say I thought at first it wasn’t quite right. After all our country’s
beginning to raise its head for the first time for centuries, and we shouldn’t set out to break its laws. Socrates
drank hemlock and died because he wouldn’t evade the laws of his country, even when he had a chance to escape
from prison.\fn{He was accused in 399BC of neglecting the State religion of Athens and introducing new gods; and corrupting the
youth by leading them away from democratic principles .} Leonidas fell defending his country’s laws with his three hundred
at the pass of Thermopylae.\fn{In 480BC.} I thought about all that.”
“And?” asked the scraggy man, lighting a cigarette.
“Well, ‘I had to come down to mother earth in the long run.’ Business is business after all. ‘One must see
things as they are.’ That old Mullâ Zâpharbhâi was starting negotiations with the old boy. Lâl Rupanârâyan was
squatting on the sidelines like a starving crow. I soon realized that if I didn’t do it the sin would still be done. If I
didn’t break the law those other robbers soon would. You can’t sit and study the lives of Socrates and Leonidas in
this world. Times have changed, my boy. And when you come to think of it Socrates died of poison in the end.
No-one gave him whisky! That’s what Zâpharbhâi and Rupanârâyan must have been thinking too. What’s the
point of us Marathi people going under like fools for the sake of ideals? So I said to myself, blow it! If those
rogues are going to do it, I’ll do it myself first. I’ll stop them skimming the cream of ‘Scottish Cream.’ It’s no
good us Maharashtrians hanging back any longer in such affairs.”
“Is that so?” said the man with untidy hair, taking a mouthful of whisky and a pull at his cigarette.
“Maharashtrians certain are slipping back it’s true, and there’s no sign of them improving either.”
“Right! Right! Absolutely right! This whisky business fell in on me in a quite ruinous way. And d’you know
why?”
“Why?”
“Maharashtrians, what else? ‘Scum of the earth.’ One of them went and spread the rumor that I was selling
stolen liquor at fancy prices. Nothing to do with Rupanârâyan, or Zâpharbhâi. They’re in the trade after all. But
one of our men has to go and upset the apple-cart.”
“What happened?” asked the thin man, trying to introduce a note of interest into his voice.
“What do you think? We poured some of that shameful liquor into the official’s gullet and stopped his mouth.
We got out of it alright, thanks tome.”
“You mean he took a bribe?”
“Took it? Took it? Of course he took it. They take ’em daily, so why not from me? The under-officer takes a
bribe from me, and his superior gets to know of it. So then he takes something more from the underling and from
me. Then a higher one still hears of it and takes three bribes, from the senior and the junior and from me again.
The blow only fell when the top rank didn’t get their cut in time.”
“Marvelous,” said the thin man munching a crisp. It was difficult to tell whether he was referring t the taste of
the crisp or to the story.
“You’re right there,” said the fleshy man, signaling to a waiter. “But there’s no reason to blame anyone. What’s
the use of just one officer refusing to take money? The others’ll go on taking and hate him for his morality.
They’ll see him ruined with pleasure. His excessive virtue will run his chances of promotion, for the en who are
right at the top will feel rebuked by him and as discontented as we are. Whatever he does the corruption will go
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on, so what can one honest man hope to achieve in any department?”
“Not a thing,” said the thin man staring up at the whirring fan.
“Of course everyone agrees in principle that taking bribes is a bad thing. It’s entirely contrary to our principles
and our culture. There’s no doubt that corruption ought to be extirpated root and branch. But it’s not a job for one
poor fellow on his own. The whole system has got to be altered.”
“But oughtn’t someone make a start somewhere,” said the thin man hesitantly.
“Make a start?” ejaculated the fleshy man, pouring soda into his glass. “My own brother made a start, I’ll tell
you. He seemed to think he was a reincarnation of Harischandra\fn{ A note reads: mythical king celebrated for his
generosity, patient suffering and general piety .} and Dharmarâjâ\fn{ A note reads: Yudhishthir, the eldest of the five Pandava brothers
in the Mahabharata.} and Saint Tukârâm\fn{ A note reads: great Marathi poet of the 17 th century and a devotee of Vithobâ, the god of
the great temple of Pandharpur.} all rolled into one. Serving the nation; every Tom, Dick and Harry holding meetings
in the house; writing patriotic verses, making speeches. He’s enjoying the fruits of his labors now with interest.”
“Is he dead then?”
“He’d be better off if he was. He wouldn’t need to worry about keeping himself alive then. No, he’s just a
wandering beggar. His house was in pledge to me so I took it over.”
“He’d mortgaged his house to you?” The thin man looked up with a start from his task of slicing an egg.
“Well it was better to pledge it to me rather than to that Suganchandra Mârvâdi. That’s what I thought anyway.
Those capitalists are swallowing up more and more Maharashtrian houses every day. My father had built a nice
bungalow for himself. But that’s the luck of the game! I said to him, ‘You’ve no option but to mortgage the
bungalow but why give it to that greasy Mârvâdi?’ Of course I realize that it’s an awful thing to accept a mortgage
on your own brother’s house. But if it hadn’t been me somebody else would have done it. There was no way of
getting round it. So what harm was there in it? After all, what you lose on the swings you gain on the roundabouts.
The house that father built has stayed in the family, for in the end the house came to me and he went shambling
off. That’s patriotism for you.”
“Bad—very bad,” said the thin man shaking his head solemnly.
“It is a terrible thing of course, having to turn your own younger brother out of his house. But think what
would have happened if he’d mortgaged it to someone else. Any moneylender would have taken over the house
merely to cover the interest. That’s what I told him. I said, ‘That’s business, Baba. We Marathi people are going to
the wall because of idealism. There’s damn few Marathas like Shivâji who can increase their capital tenfold by
idealism, but there’s always plenty to whine and beg. Now you can see the result of your ideals. But don’t expect
me to do the same. You’re my brother so I won’t see you starve, but business means business. If anyone else had
lent you the money he’d have done exactly the same thing.’”
“Did your brother come and take his meals with you then?” asked the thin man, his interest aroused.
“’Course not! Who would go to somebody else’s house to eat every day? And who would feed them if they
did? If I was reduced to begging I’d <be> damned sure my elder brother wouldn’t stand me a dinner. Collecting a
whole gang of relations round you is a sure road to beggary. That’s another thing my younger brother did.”
“I suppose your elder brother would never do such a thing?”
“Don’t mention the idea! He knows what he’s about, he does. My elder brother’s an outstanding example of
what a man who lives in this world ought to be; and my younger brother’s a caricature of what he oughtn’t to be.
Now if it had been him that had got mixed up in that business over the girl, she’d have swallowed him whole.
Since it was me I came out of it all right. And had my elder brother been involved now, he’d have shown her some
new tricks, make no mistake about it.”
“Girl? What girl?” asked the thin man, scrutinizing the glass of beer in his hand.
“Oh, that was a real headache. Black market, the mortgage business, they were nothing in comparison. The
trouble is, they all cropped up at the same time. It was a real ‘sea of troubles’ I can tell you If it had been some
dithering fellow she’d had to deal with, she’d have had him tied up in knots in no time. She was about twentyfour. Very quiet retiring girl. And very crafty! As cunning as she was beautiful.”
“Sounds fascinating,” said the thin man.
“Before she moved to our town her reputation had preceded her, and so everyone was on the lookout for her.
As soon as she’d come to teach in the English school at our place, d’you know what happened?”
“What?” asked the thin man, taking a mouthful of soup.
“That Bihârimâl Mârvâdi suddenly got interested in women’s education, and started to talk about having his
young wife given private lessons. And Jvâlâprasâd, the president of the council, declared that she was the only
suitable person to teach the three R’s\fn{‘ Readin’, Ritin’ (writing) and Rithmatic’ (arithmetic); an American expression .} to his
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adolescent daughter. Vhorâshet went one better though. He said he’d start a campaign against a lifetime’s hostility
to letters and learn his A.B.C. from her. He didn’t care if he had to pay a hundred rupees a month, he said. The old
devil said that, just because he didn’t have a wife or a daughter living, he wasn’t going to let a little thing like that
stand in his way.”
“He did, did he?”
“He did. And I began to think to myself that the signs looked ominous. To start with the girl had a bad
reputation, with the whole place knowing about this affair of hers. And then all these old vultures gathering round
her! There was no doubt how it would end. Some one would manage to corrupt her and she’d be seduced.
Whatever happened I decided I wouldn’t let her fall into their hands. One way or another she’d fallen once and
she’d do so again without fail.”
“Without fail?” said the thin man as he cut his chicken.
“Of course she would. Twenty-four, unmarried, school mistress, hard up, young brothers to keep, no elders,
good looking, completely independent, and on top of all that the reputation of an old love affair. How could she
avoid going to the bad, just tell me. Of course she would. She couldn’t help herself.”
“Not a chance,” said the thin man, making an extraordinary face. He seemed to have a chicken bone which
hurt his mouth.
“And so there was Bihârimâl and Jvâlâprasâd and Vhorâshet all buzzing round that poor little girlie. But you
know our people are terribly backward in this kind of business too. Prize ditherers! All they’ve got to talk about is
money and religion. Anyway I decided that whatever happened I wouldn’t let that lassie fall into their clutches. It
so happened that my brother’s bungalow fell vacant about then, so I gave her a room there and arranged for her to
tutor my children.”
“So she came to live in your bungalow?”
“Why ever not? It’s easy to get a wife these days; it’s easy to get Independence, but it’s not easy t4o get
somewhere to live, by God. That bungalow’s worth having. There isn’t a place like it in the whole town. The
moment she saw it she liked it, the dear creature. She moved in straight away and began to teach my children.
Everything went according to plan.”
“Everything?” There was sharpness in the thin man’s question.
“Heh! Heh! Heh!” The fleshy man’s body seemed to wobble as he laughed. “When I say everything, I mean
everything. Nothing whatsoever to be left to the imagination. Now perhaps you’ll blame me. You writers are all
the same. You’ve only got to read your so-called realistic stories. You’re always nibbling at realism, but when it
come down to it you’ve no idea whether realism is fish, flesh or good red herring. Now just bear this in mind.”
“What?” asked the thin man in a harsh voice.
“This. That I’m forty-four. The wife’s coming up to forty, and her health’s none too good. I’ve got five
children, and I work all day like a galley slave. Why shouldn’t I have a bit of freedom, a bit of relaxation, a bit of
romance in my life. Or do you think you writers have got a monopoly of romance, eh?”
The thin man said nothing. His eyes glittered, his face was red and he took his liquor with nervous little sips.
“Seducing a really innocent girl who’s never seen a man before is wrong. More than that, it’s a sin. I’d be the
first to admit it. But this little bit wasn’t like that at all. If I hadn’t made her, someone else would have done for
sure. Vhorâshet or Jvâlâprasâd—someone or other. They were all setting snares for her. So why should I stick a
sprig of basil behind the ear sand make out to be Bhishmâcârya?\fn{ A note reads: one of the heroes of the Mahabharatra,
famous for his filial devotion and his celibacy .} And suppose I had, what did Bishma land up with in the end? After
frittering away his kingdom he finished as a scullion in his enemies’ kitchen. He didn’t even die in peace—rotting
for six months on a bed of arrows. That’s no way to die by God.”
The skinny man was speechless. He just sat staring at his friend. His eyes, his ears, his whole face was red.
There was no doubt that he had had too much to drink. The fat man loosened his tie still further and went on.
“For all that there’s no story that Bishma was a great man. But you can tell from the story what a mess he lands
himself in if one man sets himself up as a Bishma in this world. It’s just what I said; the whole system is rotten. If
you want to change one thing you’ve got to change the lot. You can’t get along with just one Bishma and the rest
all Duryodhanas\fn{A note reads: eldest of the Kauravas.} and Duhshânas,\fn{A note reads: a Kaurava, one of the villains of the
Mahabharata.} lecherous and shameless. You’d have to ‘uproot’ the whole boiling. And don’t forget that even
Bishma finished up by running off with Kashirâjâ’s daughters and then leaving them in the lurch. What I did
wasn’t much different really.”
“Meaning?” said the thin man in an unsteady voice.
“Meaning that after we’d been living together about a year and she was pregnant she started clinging round my
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neck and demanding that I should marry her. I told her straight out, “That’s not on, my girl! I’ve got a reputation
to look after! I’ve got a wife and kids, some sort of position in society after all. I don’t propose to be pointed out
as the husband of some skitty little schoolmistress. I’ve got to think about my business. I’ve got to take notice of
what people might say about me. I’m not a poet or writer you know, to start tilting at windmills and generally
behaving like an ass. Take any other man in my position and if he had a head on his shoulders he’d never marry
you.”
The skinny man still said nothing. He just sat listening, puffing furiously at his cigarette and fiddling with his
fingers.
“Of course she moaned and wept; said I was despicable, that I’d got a heart of stone, etc. I was expecting all
that. I knew it all. I learned off every word of this fighting talk beforehand, and I couldn’t help laughing when it
all came out exactly as forecast.” He was idly stabbing his knife into the remains of the cauliflower in the dish and
puffing out clouds of cigar smoke as he talked.
The thin man stubbed out the cigarette that he had only just lit, and a few moments later lit another. The fat
man went on:
“I told her straight, ‘There’s no need for anyone to start cursing anyone else. You’re not a silly little girl in a
play, and I’m not a stage villain. Don’t pretend to be some heavenly rosebud that’s never been touched by man.
You admit yourself that you had an affair before. You say he deceived you, but I say to you, why did you let
yourself be deceived? If you slip up once in this world you’ve got to pay the price. There are no pardons. And
now you’re blaming me for deceiving you! As if you were some guileless infant that could go on being tricked
time after time! If that’s really what you are then lump it and learn sense for once. Why should I do penance for
you? I give you lodgings for a song; pay you 125 rupees in fees; and if I have a good time with you as well, so
what? It’s the way of the world. Some give and some take! So what more do you expect from me now? I suppose
you think I gave you 125 rupees to teach my kids because you were the ideal person for the job! If you were such
a pillar of virtue what did you come and live in my house for? Why did you come to my room when I was all
alone there? And even if you struggled a bit the first time why did you go on letting me? I know if you slip once
when you’re young and foolish it’s hopeless. You go on getting into messes. And anyway d’you think I did it on
purpose? It’s not my fault that there’s all this rubbishy stuff around since the war, contraceptives included. Just
because we’ve made one mistake there’s no virtue in making another even bigger one by getting married. It’s just
not true that you went wrong because of me. If it hadn’t been me someone else would have done it. You were
asking to be seduced, or I wouldn’t have been able to seduce you. So don’t give me all that drivel. You’d gone to
the bad already. You’d had one affair at least. And anyway are you going to tell me that it was only me that got
any enjoyment out of what we’ve been doing for the last year? So just you lay off blaming it all on me.’”
The thin man rested his head on his hands for a moment and then began to twiddle one of his shirt buttons
nervously. He was breathing heavily. Of course he had had a lot to drink. The fat man started up again.
“So then she banged her head about in front of me and swore she’d kill herself. That shook me a bit I’ll admit,
but I didn’t let it show of course. You’ve got to be like that to be any good in business. Don’t show on your face
what you’ve got in your mind if you was to die for it, and never let what’s showing on your face have the slightest
effect on what’s going on in your head! When she started threatening suicide I thought up another trick. The most
psychological of writers wouldn’t have been ashamed of it. I said, ‘Alright! Get on with it, I don’t say anything
about the child you’ve got in your belly for the moment, but have you thought what’ll happen to those two little
brothers who are dependent on you if you’re not there to help them?’ That was the last we heard about her killing
herself, brother.”
The fleshy man straightened the knot of his red-spotted tie and stared triumphantly at the thin man, who was
biting his nails. The latter appeared to be speechless, so the fat man went on in a self-satisfied tone.
“When I saw her all flattened like that I began to feel real sorry for her. My heart was touched, you might say.
Anyone else in my place probably wouldn’t have given her a second glance after all the things she’d said to me,
but I couldn’t be that hard on the girl. So when I saw her face all crestfallen and trembling I said to her, ‘There’s
no need to take on like that you know. As long as you were nagging at me about marrying you and calling me all
the names under the sun, I had to speak pretty sharply to you. But if you behave like a sensible girl and do as I
say, I’m still prepare to help you out. There’s plenty of other girls who have got themselves into the same sort of
trouble as you, so we’ll just do what everyone else does. I’ll take a bit of holiday soon and you and me will go off
to Pandharpur, to the orphanage. I’ll tell the wife that some business has cropped up in Bombay. Now don’t go
looking like that! It’s my child as much as yours you know, but a man’s got to harden his heart at times and do
what the next man does. I don’t imagine you’re really keen on parading round as an unmarried mother. Even
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Kunti\fn{A note reads: mother of the first three Pandavas, and earlier of Karna by virgin birth .} didn’t do it openly. She made
sure to get rid of Karna\fn{ A note reads: pre-marital son of Kunti, immaculate begotten on her by the Sun god .} before she
thought about marrying. If you behave yourself I’ll even fix you up with a husband too. But don’t say any more
about me marrying you, because that’s out—right out. I wasn’t born yesterday.’”
“Then?” asked the thin man in a hoarse voice.
“What d’you think? I slithered nicely out of the whole business. I’ve only got myself to thank, you know. If it
had been one of you writing fellows he'’ have tumbled into marriage with the wench straight away. What do I
mean, would have? One’s going to. Where a wise man fears to tread these literary blokes flounder around like
nobody’s business. We’ve not long come back from our pilgrimage to Pandharpur, and I’ve fixed her up in a
highly respectable home. And now already they’re arranging her wedding with some crack-brained writer who’s
determined to marry a helpless orphan.
“What’s the girl’s name?” asked the thin man with glittering eyes. He was continually twisting his watch strap
round and round his wrist.
“Chandra—Chandra Joshi. I’m afraid this poor chap who’s going to marry her will find he’s been a bit let
down over the bargain. But there’s no help for that. Him or someone else—somebody’s going to be caught out
over it sometime.”
“The writer’s name?”
“Don’t know yet, old boy.” The fat man bit off the end of his cheroot. “Perhaps I’ll know tomorrow. If these
people take it upon themselves to save the world, what can you do for them? One thing’s certain. As long as
there’s people like them in the world, folks like us will come out all right. Who pays the paper, and who calls the
tune, eh? Take this writer bloke and then take me! I get things done and he gets done. Oh, it’s a game alright! I
could go on with it all my life. We’ll give ’em plenty of work to do, the damn fools. There’s only a handful of
them. And they’re so damned arrogant with it, can you imagine?”
The thin man merely raised his eyes and began to fill his glass.
“They really think the whole world’s indebted to the moral virtues of a handful of idiots. And they can’t even
organize their own lives properly! They’re losing hands down all the time. They’ll never bother to see how other
people live, because they’re dead certain that what they’re doing is right. Take this fellow who’s determined to
marry my Chandra! Where a man sets out deliberately to deceive himself what can anyone else do for him?”
“Nobody has deceived the man who’s going to marry Chandra,” said the thin man, suddenly jumping to his
feet with a full glass of beer in his right hand.
“How can you possibly know, my dear fellow?” asked the gross man, lolling back in his chair in front of him.
“Because it’s me, you great lump of flint,” said the thin man and he threw the glass of beer in his hand full in
the other’s face.
78.260 The Nuptial Bed\fn{by Upendra Nath Ashk (1910-1996)} Jalandhar, Jalandhar District, Punjab State, India (M)
4
Keshi looked up from his newly-wedded wife’s eyes to the head-board of the old-fashioned bed, in which was
framed a miniature of his mother. She was a lovely woman, fine-featured with large eyes and curling lashes; a
smile hovered on her slightly parted lips, revealing a row of pear-white teeth. Unconsciously his mother’s image
was projected on that of his bride’s. How closely the two women resembled each other! His head went into a
whirl; a shiver ran down his body. He shook his head vigorously and tried to take his eyes off the picture. It was
of no avail.
Till a few years ago, he had lain on his mother’s bosom just she was now lying on his wife’s. The memories of
those years came flooding back into his mind. Instead of kissing his bride’s almond eyes and eager lips, he slid off
her body and lay down beside her like one utterly exhausted. He stared at the long strings of jasmine beads which
hung like a canopy over his bed. His hand fell on the jasmine petals which were spread like a thick counterpane
over the bed sheets. He wanted to leap from his bed and break out of the fragrant nuptial room in which he found
himself imprisoned.
Keshi did not jump off the bed. He lay where he was, still and silent. What would his bride think! That fear
alone kept him on the nuptial bed. He shook his head again, even more violently than before. But instead of
ridding his mind of his mother’s image, it produced a myriad more, which came tumbling down through the spate.
*
… It is the same bed in the same room. His parents are lying side by side. He is staring at them from his cot in
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the verandah. How petite and pretty his mother looks beside his father.
… His mother is doing her hair in front of the mirror. He stares at her from behind the door. She is as beautiful
as the fairy that his ayah\fn{Nurse.} tells of in her stories. His mother, seeing his reflection in the mirror, asks him
to come to her. He goes to her and buries his face in her lap. She ruffles his hair with one hand and continues to
comb her own with the other.
… What’s wrong with Papa? A man comes in to see him everyday. He has a pair of snakes hanging round his
neck. He puts the tails of the serpents in his ears and feels Papa’s chest with their head. Then he sticks long
needles in Pap’s arms. Papa does not cry but Keshi begins to howl. His mother clasps him to her bosom and take
him to the next room.
… Papa is lying on the floor. He does not move. Everyone is crying. His mother is crying; she kisses him and
continues to cry. Women help his mother to break all her bangles and then wipe off the vermilion in the parting of
her hair. They drag Keshi out of her lap. He shrieks and howls but no one bothers to comfort him.
… It is the same bed. He lies where his Papa had lain before him. His mother is beside him. She is dressed in a
plain, white sari. The morning sun is streaming through the fanlight but she sleeps on, without a care in the world.
He stares at her face. Her features are truly as delicate as a fairy’s. Her eyes are closed, her hair scattered about
her shoulders. She is like the princess who was woken out of her spell by Prince Charming. He edges towards her
and kisses her on the cheek. She opens her eyes, stretches her arms and takes him in her embrace. She kisses him
on his forehead, eyes and lips.
… He lies with his head on his mother’s bosom. She tells him the story of the prince who crossed the seven
seas to marry the princess of his heart’s desire. She finishes the story and asks him: “Will you marry a princess?”
“I will marry you.”
“Silly boy! Whoever heard of a son marrying his mother!”
She promises him that she will find him a bride just like herself.
“Then I will have this bed as well,” he says, looking at his mother’s beautiful portrait in the head-rest.
“Yes, of course! This bed will be my wedding present to you and your bride!”
*
“What’s the matter? Aren’t you feeling?” His bride turns over, feels his forehead and runs here fingers through
his hair.
“It’s nothing at all,” he answers, shaking his head to snap the chain of thought. He tries to laugh; it turns into a
long sigh.
His mother had been true to her word. The bride that she had chosen for him was an exact image of herself—
slender and comely. Her eyes were large, her features clear-cut, her lips soft and her teeth glistened like a row of
pearls. A large bed had been sent with the dowry; but his mother had fulfilled her old vow and laid out her own
precious bed for him to consummate his wedlock. She had even given up her own bedroom to the bridal pair.
The bride bent over her groom. She gazed into his eyes to see if she could find out why his ardor had cooled so
suddenly; but she got no closer to the truth. She hesitated a little; then began to fondle his hair.
For a while Keshi lay still: then he put his arms round his bride’s neck and drew her close to him. He stroked
her hair, her cheeks and her lips. The cobwebs were swept out of his mind. The soft, fair body of the woman
imparted some of its warmth to him and hot blood began to course in his veins. He kissed her, laid her beside him
and buried his face in her warm breasts. It was time he made love to his newly wedded wife, he thought, but he
could not bring himself to face the picture. Without raising his head he pushed his pillow against the headboard.
Then he looked up. His mother’s face still peered at him from behind the pillow. “No, no, no,” he cried within
himself and again lay on his back like one defeated. Angry with himself he leapt out of the nuptial bed.
*
The full moon sieved through the chick-curtain, and lit the veranda with a soft silvery light. Keshi paused by
the niche and looked at the moon-beams playing on the lawn. The cool breeze soothed his overwrought nerves.
He went out into the garden among the beds of phlox and verbena. Dahlias, heavy with their own weight, swayed
in the breeze. Bordering the lawn was a neatly pruned hedge of henna, and beyond it a bed of marigolds. A
rambler rose climbed in spirals over a cluster of nasturtiums. Keshi examined some of the flowers, smelt some
and caressed the others. In the daylight these flowers dazzled the eyes with their gaudy colors; now they were soft
in the moonlight, like a balm for strained nerves. The bright yellows and pinks had turned pale white; the deep
crimsons, the blues and the mauves were repainted in somber hues.
Keshi came to the cottage wall where the jasmine blossomed. In the dark shadow of the wall, the jasmine
flowers gleamed like petaled pearls. Jasmines in moonlight reminded him of the lines of a song:
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After a long time the jasmine has blossomed;
My courtyard is filled with fragrance,
A heavenly fragrance.

Now that his courtyard was in fact fragrant, the words of the song were lost in a pit of oblivion. Keshi walked
stiffly up and down between the cottage and the gate. When he was walking back to the cottage for the second
time hew noticed a light in the window of the corner room. His mother had obviously not gone to bed. Perhaps his
aunt and other kinswomen were also awake discussing him and his bride. What infinite pains his mother had
taken in decorating his nuptial bed! The women had cleared the dining room of the table and chairs and adorned it
to receive the bride. They had carried out the ceremonial connected with the reception of a new bride, lifting her
veil with infinite care. While he sat amongst his friends, they were arranging the wedding presents, and the
furniture which had been received in the dowry, in his room, and also decorating his mother’s room for the first
night of the married couple. The innumerable guests, and the hundred odds and ends to attend to, had given his
mother little time for sleep. He had seen her going in and out of her bed-room, with his aunt and a young woman
who was a distant cousin of his mother’s, busy I their task of beautifying the bridal suite. His mother’s face was lit
with joyful radiance. It seemed that the sleepless nights, the running about and the endless bother about
everything were in fact all centered round the embellishment of that one room. Many a time he went in on some
pretext or the other to see what his mother and aunt were up to, but each time they bustled him out: even a casual
glance at the room was forbidden till the nuptial night.
Often while talking to his friends during the wedding ceremonies, or listening to women’s banter, Keshi’s eyes
would settle on his mother. Although she was nearing forty and the twenty-two years of widowhood had hardened
her expression and etched dark rings around her eyes, the wedding of her only child seemed to have wrought a
miracle in her. Not a trace of fatigue showed on her face; the circles around her eyes had vanished. She looked
exquisite I her white sari. To Keshi she was the most beautiful of all women he had ever seen.
Keshi feared that the fatigue and the sleepless nights would make his mother ill. Every night before he retired
he would go to her and plead, “Mother, go to bed now!” Far from resting herself she would instead come to his
bed, gently rub oil on his temples and brow till he fell asleep. Then she would go back to her work.
… Keshi had formed a habit of having oil rubbed into his scalp. During his examinations when he stayed up all
night and wanted a couple of hours of sleep during the day, his mother would rub oil on his head. Even then
Keshi, unable to stop gazing at her, would refuse to fall asleep. His mother would press the palms of her hands on
his eyes and kiss them; she would run her fingers across his forehead, their soft silken touch laden with a love that
gradually made his lids heavy with sleep and at last he would fall into a deep slumber.
Keshi had learnt this art from her. Whenever his mother had insomnia because she was tired or worried, he
would sit by her pillow and rub oil behind her ears till she fell asleep. When he was younger—thirteen or fourteen
—his mother would often pull his head down and kiss him on his lips. When he grew into manhood, got his
bachelor’s and then his master’s degree and was appointed professor of psychology in the local college, his
mother began kissing his forehead instead of his lips.
*
All through the festivities Keshi wished he could rescue his mother from the crowd of women who had come
to the wedding, lift her up bodily and force her to go to bed. But there she was, as busy as ever, weaving garlands
around the nuptial bed. When the flowers ran out she sent out people all over the town to bring more. She
squandered money as if it were of no value. He wanted to say to her, “Ma, why take all this trouble at the expense
of your health? Your love means more to me than these ceremonial festivities, more than all these festoons and
garlands. You mean more to me than such things. You will make yourself ill.” But he knew that she would pay no
heed to what he said. “Son, my own wedding was a nondescript sort of affair,” she had told him when he tried to
protest. “Your father was only a low-paid clerk; he hadn’t yet taken the competitive examination for the
covenanted service. I do not want your bride to have any regrets. You just wait and see how lavishly I shall
decorate the nuptial-bed for your bride!”
His aunt had pushed him on to the bed and said with a laugh, “Don’t you waste your time expounding
philosophy!” It took him some time to catch the insinuation.
He had had this room for a long time and he was familiar with everything in it—the bed and the rest of the
furniture. His mother’s dressing table, her vanity case, her papier mache bangle box, her table lamp for which she
had paid a tidy sum in Bombay, had been left just as they always had been. What made it look brighter were the
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garlands of jasmine buds—the first of the season. They were hung in long strings round a canopy frame to look
like a floral mosquito net. They were also spread thick over the bed sheets. His bride lay on them like the goddess
Flora. Here face was half-covered by her veil. The bed sheet was a virginal white.
Keshi imagined the scene of his mother’s wedding. She was the bride of a low grade clerk in the canal
department. It must have been in a hovel, on a coarse stringed charpoy, in the dim light of a hurricane lantern. It
all seemed so hazy and dream-like. Later, his father had risen to the post of an executive engineer, and then his
mother had had everything she wanted. But she never forgot the disappointment of her wedding night. She had
adorned her son’s nuptial-bed as she would have liked her own to have been. In this way she was fulfilling a
desire which had been frustrated. But in so doing she had unwittingly wrought instruments of torture for her son.
Whichever way he turned in that bedroom, memories of past days came crowding into his mind.
“Be sure not to waste your time expounding philosophy.” His aunt’s words and her laughter echoed in his
brain. … Was he caught up in a web of his own fancy? What was his bride thinking? He thought of the many lives
which he had heard were tragically destroyed by the groom’s impotence on the first night. But was it necessary
for a man to prove his manhood on the first night of his marriage? Why did women set such store by it? Did they
take a vicarious pleasure in preparing that bed, and live their own nuptial night over again? Did his mother also
…?
The trouble she was taking in decorating the bed—giving up her own for the purpose … bedecking it with
flowers to demonstrate what her own nuptial-bed should have looked like—if her husband’s poverty and other
obligations had not robbed her of the pleasure! … Keshi beat his head violently with his fist. What was wrong
with him? Why had he asked his mother for that bed? Yet he was only a child when he had asked. His mother
should have known better.
He went back into the verandah. He saw his bride standing by the alcove. “Are you not feeling well?” she
asked him anxiously.
“I am all right.”
“Have I upset you in any way?”
Keshi wanted to laugh out as loudly as he could; even his wife had just one obsession. He put his arm round
her waist and led her indoors, resolving firmly to lay aside his complexes and do hat was expected of him. He
pushed her on to the bed leaned over her and snapped open the buttons of her blouse.
She had put the pillow back in its place. And once more Keshi’s eyes fell on his mother’s picture. And once
more his brain became fuddled. He shook himself free and rose from the bed. His wife caught at his hand.
“What is the matter?
Keshi glanced towards the door. How much easier it would have been if his mother had decorated his room
instead of her own! His room was stacked with furniture received in the dowry, and other oddments collected for
the wedding. He did not even have the key of his room. Keshi cast a dispirited glance towards the veranda.
Moonbeams played on the floor. He exclaimed: “Look, how lovely it is in the moonlight! Let’s take a stroll
outside.”
The bride rose and readjusted her dress. She took a quick glance in the mirror, tidied her hair, drew her veil
across her forehead and followed her husband.
They strolled up to the gate and back to the veranda twice without speaking to each other. She tried to break
the ice by saying something bout the moonlight, but Keshi made no response; the two continued to stroll in
silence.
The heady spring moonlight did not change their mood. The bride was perplexed at her groom’s extraordinary
behavior. From her girl friends (some of whom were now mothers) she had heard of what happened between
newly married couples on the first night. Her husband had started in the same way and the suddenly changed his
mind. She had heard people praise his good looks, his learning, his gentleness. He was a lecturer at the university.
Her father had made inquiries about him not only from his fellow lecturers, but also from the students and had
only finalized the marriage negotiations after he was fully satisfied. No one had suggested that the boy was
eccentric or slightly unhinged. Yet when she thought of him in his efforts to make love, her future seemed
extremely bleak to her. Glancing furtively at him, she continued to walk beside him, barely noticing the lovely
moonlight.
And Keshi’s mind was like a quagmire; he could not find a way out of his dilemma. He continued his
monotonous pacing with his hands clasped behind him as if they were chained to each other. When they came to
the gate again he spoke brusquely: “Come, let’s go out for a while.”
“It is rather late,” she protested gently.
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Keshi recalled that one of his friends, relating an amorous affair, had told him that the lane between the water
tank and the Grand Trunk Road was lonely and shaded—an ideal place for lovers …
“Only as far as the water tank,” he pleaded.
He opened the gate. His bride followed him in trustful silence. Keshi began to explain the topography. It was
once an exclusive residential area for senior English officials; after Independence the bungalows had been taken
over by Indians. When they passed by the flour mill, he explained to her how wheat and corn were ground. At the
cold storage plant he recounted now 40,000 maunds of potatoes could be kept, to be marketed out of season.
When they came to the press building, he peered through the window-panes and loudly began to explain the
miracle of the rotary machine: how a blank sheet went in at one end and emerged at the other as a newspaper. He
was heading for the railway station when he recalled what his friend had said about the lane connecting the water
tank and the Grand Trunk Road. They turned towards the gate of the level crossing. It was closed. Keshi saw the
red light and explained: “This gate is an awful nuisance. There is always some train or the other passing through.
The station has been extended, but no one has bothered with this gate. They should have an over-bridge here.”
There was still some time for the train. They crossed the line by a side gate and came to the water-tank. The
right half of the road was open and lighted; the other half was dark. When Keshi turned towards the dark, his wife
protested: “Let’s go home; it is very late.” But Keshi put his right arm around her waist. “Just a little further,” he
coaxed. “See how the moon comes through the branches!”
“Why not the other side? It is a wide open road.”
“Are you scared?” he mocked gently, bending over to kiss her forehead.
The girl shook herself free in embarrassment. “What are you doing … right on the road.”
Keshi laughed. Once more he put his arm round her waist and exclaimed, “Who on earth will see us here at
this time of night?” Again, he bent to kiss her, but before he could do so the headlights of a motor caught them in
a blinding glare; a truck roared past. Barely had they recovered when another truck came along—followed by a
whole convoy of trucks. “Lonely, quiet road indeed!” muttered Keshi to himself. The romantic mood vanished.
“Let’s go back” pleaded the girl in a tearful voice. “I am tired.”
“This is the main road; trucks and cars run at all hours of the day and night,” explained Keshi. “Let’s go to the
M.T.\fn{Metropolitan Transit.} Lines. The road up to the church should be quite deserted.”
“I am very tired,” she begged.
He took her firmly by the waist and led her towards the open road to the military training lines.
The bungalows on either side of the road were bathed in the moonlight; still, as if taken by surprise. Beneath,
the trees, the light and the shade were like fretwork forming a new pattern reach time a gust of breeze shook the
branches. Keshi tried to guess where the Queen-of-the-night blossomed; it breathed its fragrance into the
atmosphere. He twined his arm round his wife’s waist and took her under the shade of the trees.
“Are you very tired?” he asked.
She did not answer, but put her head against her husband’s chest. He drew her face to his and kissed her on the
lips.
The beam of a torch flashed from across the road; the couple sprang apart. Keshi went pale; his heart began to
beat rapidly. He remembered that no one was allowed to come to the M.T. Lines after midnight.
A group of soldiers in dark-green uniforms came by singing a song from the latest film they had seen.
Are you the moon when it is full,
Or the sun in its glory?
Whatever you be,
By the grace of God you are matchless in beauty.

Despite the moonlight they flashed the light of their torch on the couple.
Keshi had wanted to take his bride in his arms, look into her eyes and repeat the opening lines of the song:
“Are you the moon when it is full or the sun in its glory?” But the bad manner of the soldiers quelled the romantic
upsurge. He remembered an incident in which a friend and his sister who came to die at a bungalow in the M.T.
Lines were involved. They hadn’t realized how late it was and were unable to find a rickshaw. When they were
walking homewards at half past twelve they were stopped by the soldiers. They had to go back to their hosts to
prove they were brother and sister …
Before his bride said anything again about going back, Keshi turned his steps homewards. When the soldiers
had flashed their torch on his bride’s face, Keshi had been roused to such a temper that he had wanted to grip the
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fellow by the collar and slap him on the face. But, had there been a scene and if anyone had asked what the
professor and his bride were doing at that latte hour in the deserted lane, what could he have replied? … He had
resisted the impulse and all his spleen was vented on his mother—on the bed she had given him—and on his
impotence.
He walked back at a brisk pace; his bride followed, dragging her feet a few steps behind him. When he entered
the gate, he slowed down. The girl, clearly annoyed, went ahead at a quickened step, leaving him to follow. When
Keshi came into the bedroom she was lying on the bed. One end of her sari was on the floor. The low cut blouse
revealed the contours of her soft, warm breast. Keshi wanted to go down on his knees and put his head in her lap.
But once again (and without any volition on his part) his eyes traveled from his bride to his mother’s portrait.
He stood in the center of the room lost in thought. The girl stared at the ceiling, tears brimming her eyes. Keshi
glanced at the door to his room. “Isn’t this door bolted from the outside?”
“Yes,” she replied with her gaze still fixed on the ceiling. Keshi walked round the room twice. “Where is the
key?”
“Probably with auntie; she had all the furniture put inside.”
Keshi went out to the other end of the house. The light in his mother’s bedroom had been switched off. The
other women had obviously gone to sleep too. Should he wake up his mother? If the aunt happened to wake up
too, she would make fun of him. He came back and walked about the bedroom for a while. He stole a glance at
his bride. She was still gazing stonily at the ceiling. He went to the door of his bed room and put his shoulder
against it. The bottom latch was firm and would not yield. His mother always used the bottom latch. If it had been
the upper latch he could have smashed the glass pane on the top of the door and undone the bolt.
He stepped back and examined the door. Both side had three panes of glass each and the woodwork. If he
broke the third pane he could get his hand to the bottom latch. He wanted to smash the glass wit is fist but the
thought of waking up his mother was like a cold shower. He clenched his fists and resumed his wandering in the
room. He went round a few times and again stopped in front of the door. He looked at its base. The right side was
somewhat damaged. He peered more closely. A crack showed clearly through the paint. He squatted on the floor,
rested his back against the bed and pressed his heel against the crack with all his strength. The bed slid backwards
but the door did not yield.
The bride lay stiff and unmoving; her gaze remained fixed on the ceiling. She seemed to take no notice of the
bed sliding. Keshi stole a glance at her. She turned towards him. Their eyes met. Wasn’t there just a trace of
contempt in her eyes? Didn’t she look at him s if he were a little mad? An insane impulse possessed Keshi, his
rational faculties vanishing into thin air. He leapt up and with one powerful blow smashed the central pane of the
door. The glass splintered and fell on the other side.
The bride sat up with a start. A look of astonishment came on her face as she rose and stood by her husband.
“What on earth are you doing?” she asked irritably.
Keshi did not reply. He did not even look at her. He put his arm through the broken pane and undid the latch on
the other side. The door yielded as he hit the pane. Holding it with his left hand, he carefully withdrew his right
arm. Even so his elbow was scratched.
Blood began to ooze through his torn sleeve.
“Hai, what have you done!” the girl cried. At once her voice was full of concern. She looked around to see if
she could find something to bandage the cut.
Keshi paid no heed to her. He pushed the door open with both his hands and went in, switching on the light.
The room was packed with wedding resents and the dowry furniture—dressing table, almirah, bundles of clothes,
trays of sweets and dried fruit. The bed that had been sent I the dowry was also there. It was loaded with all kinds
of garments. He picked them up in both his arms and flung them on the couch.
The bride had come in behind him. In her eyes was not bewilderment but fear. Keshi turned round and put his
hands on her shoulders. He gazed into her frightened eyes; then drew her to him and kissed her on the mouth.
Through her fear, she felt her husband’s indifference change suddenly to passion; she felt his hot breath behind
her ears. Slowly her petrified limbs relaxed in his warm embrace and she began to fondle his hair.
*
Early next morning Keshi’s mother woke up and came to the bridal chamber. Alarmed to see the door open,
she tip-toed in and parted the curtain. What she saw made her gasp. The decorated room was as empty as a
mausoleum. Her eye fell on the other door and the splinters of glass on the floor and her alarm grew. Was there a
robber in the house? She crept forward to see for herself. On the threshold she stopped dead in surprise. The bridal
pair lay fast asleep on the rough unmade bed, with just the cushions of the sofa beneath them.
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70.110 The Studbull\fn{by Ponkunnam Varkey (1910-2004)} Edathua Village, Alappuzha District, Kerala State, India
(M) 3
Kittu Mooppar greater affection for Neelantan than for Echumi. Neelantan’s abundance was Mooppar’s
contentment. Neelantan was only a bull. But he had more discretion than some humans.
Close to the Pampadi cattle market by the roadside can be seen two shacks. In one of them Mooppar and his
daughter lived, and in the other Neelantan. Mooppar’s hardships in rearing Neelantan were by no means small.
For a small bundle of grass at least eight annas had to be paid. At least two rupees would be needed to buy
enough grass to fill Neelantan’s belly. And yet that bull’s belly never remained empty. Often there wouldn’t be
enough food for Mooppar and Echumi; but if Neelantan had enough, they were satisfied.
Aged though he was, Kittu Mooppar didn’t bother about anybody. Because of his skin stuck to the bones in
folds, his skeletal frame could be clearly seen. People used to call him Vulgarian Mooppar. The power of the old
hunchback’s tongue was notorious in the locality.
There were some specialties about Neelantan too. Those who chanced to look at him once would look at him
again. He was handsome and brave. Ash-color, with lovely black spots on it. A well-groomed body. The hump
gathering momentum to leap forward. Head held high unbothered. Horns just emerging like buds.
Mooppar had a coconut oil grinder. His rate of payment was one measure of paddy for two measures of oil. It
was a pleasure to see Neelantan go round that grinder in a circle with his head held high. The work at the grinder
procured paddy for Mooppar and oilcake for Neelantan.
But that was not Neelantan’s main business. Receiving sweet-hearts was his favorite task.
*
The peasants of the village took the cows to Neelantan. One rupee was the earnest money to be deposited
before him. Many used to complain that it was a little too high. Hearing the complaint, quick-tempered Mooppar
would say:
“Only if you w-w-want it. If you w-w-want Neelantan to cover, give o-o-one rupee.”
The peasants would put up with this impudence of Mooppar. There was no other stud bull as smart and healthy
as Neelantan in that place. His activities had a finesse and finality about them. Neelantan would accept only the
cows he liked. He would take one glance and turn his face away from those he didn’t like. If Neelantan stood
beside the cow unconcerned, the aesthetically-gifted Mooppar would get angry. It was of course a matter of losing
income. But Neelantan never yielded to threats.
A farmer once took an aged cow to Neelantan. The cow didn’t seem to understand the need for yet another
delivery. The owner was bent upon it! It was a matter of getting a milch-cow and a calf. He didn’t want to know
the capacity of the cow or the propriety: Nature might have intended. Within a distance of half a mile, it lay down
in two or three places. The fact is that the farmer somehow managed to take the cow to Neelantan.
Neelantan was reclining there, brooding over something with eyes closed and chewing the cud. The flies
readily received their rewards from his tail. Till then that day he hadn’t received donation from anyone. Hmmm,
somebody would come! He was lying there with that consolation.
“Here have they c-c-come, Neelantan,” Mooppar urged him on, pointing to the cow. Such invitations were
familiar to him. He shook his head and leaped to his feet. He closely examined his sweetheart. They have no
artificial devices among them to hide the real condition of the body. So no one among them is swept off his feet
by another.
Neelantan recognized the old hag at one glance. The aged cow lowered her head as if to say:
“What am I to do?” She blushed and bowed before her passionate young lover.
“Just g-g-grazing blankly? M-m-make a start now,” encouraged Mooppar. Neelantan looked at the cow as if
asking:
“Granny, can’t you put a stop to it now? Aren’t you pretty old?”
The female in any situation would be eager to guard her self-respect. She loved it as dearly as her life. She
bowed her head. If she could speak, she would have said:
“Pshaw, you owl-eyed piss-drinker. Whoever wants you? Do you know who I am?”
Mooppar was losing hope in that competition.
Echumi would blush to see the pranks of Neelantan. She had understood all that would make one blush. The
sensation of blushing had raised its head on her breast with the impudence that would choke the delicate texture of
her blouse.
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The vulgar Mooppar cracking jokes to Neelantan might at times forget about Echumi standing nearby. When
Neelantan warmed up, a strange kind of vigor gripped Mooppar too. Memories would excite him. He would then
blab something or other. Echumi would slip away from there.
Fussy, docile cows are sometimes forced into a triangular frame. It was Echumi who would then be pulling at
the rope on the cow’s feet. She would then turn pale in the face. She would pose as if rapt in spiritual
contemplation. Once when Neelantan seemed lazy before a cow Mooppar scolded him:
“Wh-wh-what is it? If you can’t, I’ll … hmm.”
Echumi lost her temper. Dropping the rope she ran off into her room.
“Wh-wh-what! Is it a lie? Don’t you see his posture, after taking the money?” Mooppar asked.
Some cows were coy. They were annoyed at others seeing and knowing these things. Neelantan would urge
them to forget all that and to obey him. But there were some high-born ones, who didn’t like even Neelantan.
Neelantan would approach them. Only then would he realize their pride.
“Pshaw, get away, you bore! what right have you to touch me?”
Such an attitude would put Neelantan to blush.
“Oh, she is from that royal palace!” Mooppar would scoff.
Neelantan cannot tolerate the slur on his self-respect. Then would he begin trying out his wooing techniques
one by one. Along the neck of that beauty he would pass his tongue. His soft eyes would rub against the tip of her
horn. He would also produce some sounds choked with emotion.
Echumi would get angry to see such things. She was particular that a male should never stoop that low. Once,
she hit him on the snout with the broom in her hand.
Mooppar rebuked her.
Things being so, Echumi still had some respect for Neelantan. her own hopes beamed at his wooing
techniques. He enacted every scene from the dreams she cherished. If someone brought a cow when Mooppar was
away to collect grass, It was Echumi who unfastened Neelantan. He had not given the liberty of unfastening him
to many. But Echumi could do it. He respected her. When she unfastened Neelantan, Echumi would feel a thrill all
over. She would want to run off. into the room. Sometimes she would sit down by the fireside, her head bowed.
She would peep out through the thatched wall.
*
Mooppar wanted to buy a cow from the cattle-market. Financially Neelantan was a big boon to Mooppar. He
had paid off a debt on his landed property three months ago. He sat in a corner of the room, and counted the
money in his pouch.
He should know for certain how much money he had. The bargaining for the cow depended on that. With a
clamorous clink, the coins dropped on the floor from the pouch. There were silver rupees, half-rupees and
panams\fn{An old coin worth ¼ of a rupee} Not at all bad. Enthusiastically Mooppar sorted out the coins. It was the
month of Tulam.\fn{October-November} Dark clouds roared in the sky. The black cow in the house next to
Mooppar’s on the northern side had been lowing. Her owners had no ready cash.. They could get money only by
selling vegetables in the market. But the cow was lowing hard. Her foster mother Janaki knew for certain that
Mooppar was not the kind of man who would do business on credit. Still Janaki approached Echumi with the
request:
“Some way or other, I shall pay the money in a week’s time. She is lowing hard. She should be covered by
Neelantan.”
Janaki was a neighbor and a friend; Echumi went to her father who was counting money, and said:
“Father! That Blacky of Janaki’s house has been mooing since last evening. She says she will give the money
in a couple of days. They are neighbors after all.”
“So?”
Mooppar looked at Echumi with irritation. He didn’t want any business on credit. He said with firmness and
finality:
“Let them m-m-moo when they have money.”
He finished counting and put back the money into the bag.
Echumi returned to Janaki with a glum face. She consoled her friend:
“Bring the cow, when Father would be out to mow grass.”
Blacky wanted no grass. She needed no water. She was mooing incessantly. Neelantan also could hear that. But
what could be done? Between them there were Mooppar and his rope. Blacky was mooing, her face turned
towards Neelantan. That sounded like asking:
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“You stupid male, are you deaf? Break your tether. Are you a male at all?”
As usual, Mooppar went out to mow grass. And Janaki brought the Blacky to Neelantan. She had been for
sometime a target of Neelantan. He cherished a great love for that beauty. The moment he saw her, Neelantan
sprang up with a start. Echumi unfastened him. Approaching her, Neelantan kissed the wearily passionate Blacky
and offered his apologies. She was thrilled and stood still. Her eyes closed Janaki and Echumi turned their faces
away with a blush and started discussing the weather. Neelantan the veteran was delighting his darling with his
pranks.
But time had run out. Mooppar was back.
“You … you … Echumi …” he warned Echumi. Throwing away the grass, he ran up. Grasping Neelantan’s
tether, he pulled at it with force:
“Nothing f-f-free here.”
The next morning, Neelantan was not to be seen. A flame was ablaze in Mooppar’s heart.
“Oh, Echumi where is N-N-Neelantan?”
She too didn’t know where he had gone. The grass given to him at nightfall lay in the manger. He had not
touched it. And Mooppar, who had returned from the market, fatigued, had gone to bed early. A few hours later at
night Neelantan set out, breaking his tether. Neelantan did not seek Mooppar’s permission for that.
Mooppar was disconsolate, not being able to see Neelantan. He scolded Echumi a lot. The father told the
daughter to leave the house and go somewhere else if she couldn’t look after such affairs. But scolding Echumi
didn’t take you anywhere. Neelantan must be found. He set out.
Neelantan who set out after breaking the tether, was with the Blacky that night. By daybreak, he started from
there. In that free and unrestrained atmosphere, his mind brimmed with joy. Delighted he ran for some distance.
Seeing Neelantan’s sporting, many people ran away, scared. Biting off tender blades of grass, and digging up the
raw earth with his horns, he amused himself beside a pond for a while. Till nightfall he thus loafed about in
freedom. Mooppar was searching for him somewhere else.
At dusk, he entered a cattle-shed as a guest. There were only cows in that shed. It was like a nunnery, where
women alone lived in scare of men. A handsome youth had just come to them as their guest! Those females
glanced at him. And he returned the glance. Once the females voiced resent, Neelantan knew, his position would
be in danger. He showed respect and courtesy. And there was no need for those to resent him. The most beautiful
and the noblest in that shed was a freckled cow. Head held high, shaking her horns, she welcomed him. He was
indeed lucky.
It was late at night. A scuffle in the cattle-shed. The master of the house went to the shed with a lantern. As he
looked, two eyes glowed in the dark. The cows blushed. They stood chewing the end and blinking their eyes, as if
they didn’t know anything. The master entered the cattle shed. It was the gray cow that created the hullabaloo. It
was because of her that the master came there. The freckled cow unable to restrain her anger hit the gray cow in
her abdomen. The master of the house was scared to see Neelantan. But there was no way out. He knew, he had to
be cautious to go to him. With the lantern in one hand and grass in the other he slowly approached Neelantan. And
he obeyed like a grateful son-in-law.
With a broken heart, Mooppar continued his search. The fatigue caused by sleeplessness and long walk did not
affect him. On the fifth day, that sullen man came to Neelantan. Neelantan who had been straying free and
troublesome, was at last forced to step into the prison camp of the Municipality. It was there that Mooppar met
him.
Paying the fine, Mooppar set out with Neelantan. He reached their courtyard. Neelantan mooed. Echumi was
not to be seen anywhere there.
“Oh, you girl … E-E-Echumi …” Mooppar called.
She did not appear. She should normally have come down in response. That father was looking for Echumi,
who would be delighted to see him and Neelantan come back. Nobody was seen. The house was vacant.
Echumi was gone from there. She did not quite like going away like that. But she had reached a point where
she had to go. If she were to stay there any longer it would bring shame to her father and relatives. It was high
time. She talked to her lover. He was not the one to slip away in a crisis.
Better to go away from the place, they decided. They got a good chance to do so, when Mooppar was not at
home.
She left with her lover. She who had grown up in an atmosphere filled with the incitement that Neelantan had
lived through.

450

1911
68.139 Hunger\fn{by Sohail Azimabadi (1911-1979)} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India (M) 6
Severe hunger twisted Ramu’s guts as well as his brain.
“What should be done?” considered Ramu. “There is a limit to one’s going hungry. Not a morsel for two whole
days! Tomorrow morning I would be missing fifth meal in a row. For days I have been looking for some work but
without success. Tomorrow also there is a fat chance of my getting any work! And what if some one hires me?
Where is the strength in my body to undertake any labour?”
Ramu was weak with starvation. There was but one nagging thought in his mind: how to get a square meal
quickly? Hunger needled him. He was almost driven to desperation.
“If tomorrow also I get no work, I may steal something to eat or beg for a meal. If these alternatives fail, I may
even hunt some municipal garbage can to salvage something to eat.”
Suddenly, a ray of hope lit his mind. He would surely get some work tomorrow. Bad luck should not keep
haunting him and driving him to death from starvation. These thoughts caused some strength in him to return to
his body. He planned: early in the morning he would go to the vegetable market A lot of women-shoppers come
there. At least, one of them would hire him to carry a basket of vegetables and pay him something. From there, he
would go to the fruit market. There also rich gentlemen and ladies come to buy basketfuls of fruits and vegetables.
He could earn something there also.
The prospect made him happy. He felt his hunger vanish. He told himself,
“God is just and humane. Why should I remain hungry in His World?”
His imagination was at rest, and the hunger returned. He would surely die of hunger, he thought. His castle of
sand about a square meal next morning started crumbling like a pleasant dream that crumbles when the subject
wakes up. He started thinking:
“For the past two days I have been entertaining hopes of getting some work and thereby a square meal. But all
hopes have belied. I have had to remain content with drinking water from the public hydrant. How can I get rid of
this continuing state of starvation? What sin have I committed for which God punishes me thus? Everyone
commits some sin or the other but everyone doesn’t starve. Why should I be singled out? Most sinners wallow in
luxury while some like me are punished, why?”
These gnawing questions puzzled him and cluttered his brain. Again he thought:
“But God is just and forgiving. He does not oppress anyone. The world is populated by all sorts of people. This
variety is the most beautiful and fascinating aspect of this world.”
Thoughts crowded his mind. He felt utterly confused. He told himself he should not despair. It would be seen
what happened in the morning.
He got up to move towards the public hydrant to drink some water. As he reached the hydrant, he found it dry.
He almost fainted from hunger compounded by disappointment. He rested himself, holding [the] hydrant. A little
later he let go off the hydrant and started walking aimlessly with bent head. At every step he faltered. His
movement became slower and slower.
He didn’t recall ever having been more puzzled and disappointed. How to beat starvation? How to be relieved
of the compulsion of sleeping on the footpath? He must get rid of this impossible situation, he told himself
decisively. Tomorrow his life must change totally.
He was proceeding ahead very, very slowly but getting more and more determined to rid himself of his present
state.
“If worse comes to worse and tomorrow again I go hungry, I shall go to the Ganga and shouting ‘victory to
mother Ganga’, I shall plunge myself into the river and drown. That will surely put an end to my misery.”
After this thought, he again strained his mind to discover some alternative course. Employment: where does
one get employment? Casual work: well, he has been looking for casual work for days without success. Then? His
troubled mind ran over several possible solutions, the same way as a flock of pigeons lands when they imagine
from a height that there are grains scattered on the ground. It occurred to him that there was a way.
He could steal!
He didn’t like stealing but where was any option? He was somewhat shocked at this thought. Reason told him
that stealing was a recourse that would be followed by punishment in this world as well as the next. But instinct
told him that punishment or no punishment, there was no other way. Instinct finally triumphed. He argued that if
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he could commit a substantial theft without detection, there would be food and he could possess other amenities
as well. Even if he were caught, there would still be food and shelter in the jail, after a little beating may be, by
the policemen.
He smiled. He could picture a small jail cell where food was being served to him. He also saw himself under a
warm jail blanket and wearing distinctive striped clothes which they gave to the prisoners. Some doubts started
assailing his mind. He started putting several questions to himself and answering them.
“All right, I will get food after I successfully steal. But what if I am caught? I would surely be humiliated.
What face I would show to others on returning from the jail? But where is the prestige which I am afraid to lose?
In the jail there would, of course, be no freedom to roam about the town or the bazaar. But what good is freedom
if one is hungry?”
After arguing with himself for a few minutes, he was thoroughly convinced that, either way, stealing was the
only solution. With renewed determination born out of taking all the pros and cons of his situation into
consideration, Ramu set out on a mission to steal. He felt some strength returning to his emaciated frame. He
forgot all about his nagging hunger when he pictured a hoard of money stolen by him. His whole attention was
concentrated on this pleasant picture. He started walking fast without any definite direction. He was building
castles in the air as he trudged along.
“I shall become rich after I lay my hands on a hoard of money. I shall look after my old mother. I shall start
some trading business. People will start looking up to me with respect. I shall marry a nice girl. Till now I have
not been able to marry on account of my poverty. As soon as I get rich, scores of parents will approach me with
the hands of their daughters.”
As he dwelled on the prospect of marrying a nice girl, he experienced great happiness. The picture of a
beautiful woman flashed in his mind, whom he had seen in the evening pass by in a car. He wanted a woman like
that to be his wife, beautiful and vivacious. He pictured that he had returned to his house tired after the day's
work. His beautiful and vivacious wife had greeted and brought him all kinds of delicacies to eat. As soon as his
imagination came to this point of delicacies. his hunger returned and momentarily he forgot about the mission on
which he was embarked.
Hunger bothered him and reminded him of the task ahead.
He proceeded without direction for some time when he saw he had reached a neighbourhood with towering
houses. There were bright lights all around. He saw little chance of securing a furtive entrance in any of the
houses. It occurred to him that at the outskirts of the town there were small bungalows with low boundary walls.
The area was not very well lit either. And there were lots of trees providing cover. He decided this was the proper
area in which to operate.
He headed towards the outskirts of the town. The clock struck two in the morning. This was the proper hour, he
thought. Most people would now be in deep slumber. He moved on expectantly but suddenly remembered that
most of the bungalow owners kept big and fierce dogs. His courage started abandoning him. He imagined himself
entering a bungalow and a big dog suddenly pouncing upon him and tearing his limbs. He regarded the idea of
going to the outskirts of the town and attempting theft in one of the bungalows situated there as hopeless and gave
it up.
Hunger started nagging him again. It reminded him that he must get some food from somewhere. But where?
Even if he succeeded in securing an entry into some rich man’s house, where was the guarantee that he would find
something to eat there. Most rich people ate early and got cooked only as much food as they needed. They didn’t
leave over food for the morning as the poor did.
*
He was engrossed in these thoughts when the idea came to him like a flash that the best place to get something
to eat was a Halwai’s shop. Halwais always have a lot of sweets stored in their shops. He decided he must raid an
halwai shop.
He remembered there was one halwai shop at the end of the town. This area was sparsely populated and dark.
This particular shop could be easily raided. Turning in the direction of this shop, he started making plans in his
mind. He would noiselessly enter the shop; he would open and raid the cupboard containing all kinds of sweets.
He would also steal whatever cash there might be.
As he went on, turning these plans over in his mind, fear of some one following him gripped him. He was
afraid of being caught. He wished he knew some device or trick by which he could make his victims unconscious for some time to enable him to take whatever he wanted without any disturbance. He imagined that he
actually had the possession of such a trick and used it to make the halwai unconscious! This thought was,
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however, soon shattered as he found himself still walking the road instead of standing by an unconscious halwai.
He decided that if he ever met a clever thief who knew such tricks of making people unconscious in an instant, he
would certainly ask him to teach him the same.
He kept walking. A couple of dogs barked which caused him some concern but he granted that it was natural
for dogs to bark when there were intruders in the vicinity. He went on walking, ignoring the barking dogs. He saw
four or five persons playing cards on a mat spread under a lamp-post. Ramu went past them very closely but no
one paid him any attention. He noticed that one of the card-players was carefully scrutinizing the cards in his
hand; another was equally carefully evaluating the cards lying on the mat. The third player was in the process of
making some calculations, which was apparent from the way be moved his finger now in one direction, then in
another, and also made gestures of confirmation or denial of his estimates with his head. The fourth card-player
was holding his cards close to his chest and had the aspect of one confident of winning the hand. The fifth man
was not playing cards but watching the cards in the hands of the player sitting by his side. One of them lit a bidi
and drew deeply on it. Another spat out the remnants of pan he was chewing and said:
“This hand is mine, brother Chhotu.” Chhotu replied,
“We will see.”
Leaving these fully engrossed card-players to their game, which had drawn a thin curtain between them and
their surroundings, Ramu proceeded ahead. Now he came by a man sitting on the footpath singing:
The pain in my heart,
It is still there,
The pain in my heart,
O-re, O-re, O-re.

As Ramu approached him, he turned his head and saw Ramu. Ramu became apprehensive but the man kept
singing:
My thirsting heart pines
For the rich wine of her eyes;
My thirsting heart pines
O-re, O-re-, O-re.

Cool east wind blew, making it very pleasant at this late hour. Hearing the man sing this romantic song, Ramu
also felt like singing: “O, sweet beloved, your youthful limbs”, but he could not bring himself to sing loudly. He
had barely started humming when he stopped.
He realized he was on a dangerous mission which indicated silence and quiet. Besides he was weak. His throat
was dry. He was hungry. He couldn’t physically sing, he realized, even if he threw caution to the winds. He
stumbled over something on the footpath. It was a man sleeping who got up. With great humility, Ramu begged
his pardon, and the man readily forgave him. He offered him a bidi. Ramu lighted the bidi and tried to smoke but
felt giddy. He was utterly hungry, and the tobacco smoke in the lungs did not agree with him. He threw away the
bidi and tried to rest. After a few minutes he left the place as he felt a little better. The halwai shop was now
firmly rooted in his consciousness. He wanted to eat some amritis and laddus. His mouth watered at the thought
of these delicious sweets.
He came abreast of a three-storied house. Powerful torch-light focused on him from a window of the second
storey of this house. He looked up as the torch went off. He saw two persons looking in his direction from the
window. The room was lit by electric light. He couldn’t very clearly see their faces but understood that one of the
two persons was a woman. The woman spoke:
“It is some poor man, not a thief?” The man replied:
“You are right, I think,”
Ramu heard the woman laugh. He didn’t know at what she was laughing but thought it could be at himself.
Ramu was hurt. He told himself:
“Had I also a big house and money and a nice woman like that, nobody would have laughed at me.”
He felt very frustrated as he went ahead, leaving the man and woman to whatever they were doing at this late
hour.
After some time he found himself at the head of a very dark street. He heard two or three persons talking in
muffled voices. He stopped. The muffled conversation also stopped. Ramu started again and was now firmly on
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the road leading to the halwai’s shop. He turned a comer and saw a man pushing an auto. A woman stood by.
Ramu felt very hungry. He felt as if he had feet of lead. He dragged himself with very great effort. As he came
near the auto, the man spoke:
“Aye, you. Push the car from behind a bit, and I shall give you a tip.”
Ramu didn’t pay any attention to what the man said, and instead looked at the woman intently. He felt he had
seen her before. He strained his mind to place her when the man again spoke rather harshly,
“Aye, are you deaf? I told you to push the car, and I would give you a tip.”
Ramu was now attentive. On hearing that the man would tip him if he pushed the car, a wave of anticipation
overtook him and he asked:
“How much?” The man was annoyed. He said:
“Come on, you bastard! I will give you two rupees.”
Ramu was angered. He felt like hitting the man but restrained himself. In the hope of collecting two rupees he
started pushing the car, but it was big and heavy and wouldn’t move an inch. The man abused:
“Idiot! Bastard! you want a reward for that strength?” Ramu stood open-mouthed, controlling his anger. He
cursed the hunger which had made him so weak.
Then the man and woman together pushed the car some distance. Ramu was still standing at the same place
where the car originally was. He then suddenly remembered that she was that bitch Pataria, the dancing girl, who
had come to his village on the occasion of the local zamindar’s son’s marriage to entertain the wedding guests.
He saw the car start and disappear. He dragged his feet forward. After walking for some time, he finally
reached the halwai’s shop towards which he had been trudging, with heavy feet, for such a long time.
*
He saw the shop was closed. In front of the shop, the halwai lay fast asleep on a bench. He was snoring
heavily. One of his arms hung down from the bench, and his hand almost touched the ground. Easterly wind was
now blowing faster and cooler. It had lulled the halwai into a deep slumber. It was dark all around.
Ramu was afraid. He almost lost his courage at the last moment. The thought that stealing was a sin plagued
him again. He thought it better to wake up the halwai and beg him for something to eat. He imagined that the
halwai, being an ordinary poor shopkeeper, may not be harsh on him like the rich. He could not let him down, he
thought. On the other hand, if the halwai woke up and caught Ramu in the act of stealing, it would be a disaster.
People severely beat the thieves caught red-handed apart from handing them over to the police.
With these thoughts Ramu moved close to the sleeping halwai with the intention of waking him up. The
halwai strongly smelled of cheap liquor. Ramu concluded that the man must be sleeping in a drunken state and
might not be polite or considerate, if he awoke. He might even beat Ramu up for disturbing his sleep. He
abandoned the idea of waking up the halwai.
Ramu was satisfied that in his drunken state, there was no chance of the halwai waking up and disturbing him
breaking into his shop. It was best to go ahead. He picked up courage and approached the shop. He had been here
before on a few occasions to buy sweets. He knew where the sweets were kept. He broke into the shop after
opening the door which was only of bamboo reeds. He quickly got to the cupboard of sweets. As he touched the
cupboard, there was a creaking sound and a door opened at one end of the shop. He heard a faint call:
“Come Jagan. The door is this side.”
Ramu felt as if all blood in his body had dried up. He became terribly afraid. A woman’s voice again came in
muffled tones;
“Jagan, you are very irresponsible, coming so late. It is past two in the morning. Why have you come so late
from the bhatti?”
Ramu didn’t answer or stir. The same faint voice continued,
“Why don’t you come on? From now on, I am going to stop paying you.”
Saying this, the woman, behind the voice came forward and catching Ramu’s hand led him to the room beyond
the door. She said,
“You have started making me wait too long.”
Ramu understood. He guessed that the woman, most probably, was halwai’s wife. She was waiting for her
lover and had mistaken Ramu for him. Ramu realized that she was young and full-blooded while the pot-bellied
halwai was old and unattractive. It was natural for her to take on a lover and pay him for his visits.
“How that pot-bellied fool sleeps outside, unaware of the secret doings of his wife?” thought Ramu.
Ramu had followed the woman into the room but was increasingly afraid that she would soon discover that he
was not her Jagan. The woman, however, didn’t show any sign of such recognition and made him sit on a bed.
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“I won’t pay you any money, anymore. You become so drunk, forgetting yourself and your surroundings.”
After this reprimand, she threw her arms round Ramu and pulled him towards herself. Ramu kept quiet and
didn’t utter a word. The woman put her head against his shoulder, snuggling up to him. She was now apologetic:
“You are angry because I don’t give you enough money. Remember the old man gives me a very small
allowance.”
Ramu understood so many things at the same time. He realized that the old halwai was a miser, not giving
enough money to his young wife to enable her to spend lavishly on her lover. His miserliness was now standing
Ramu in good stead, because the woman, instead of realizing that she was with the wrong man, was attributing
Ramu’s indifference to her lover feeling underpaid and aggrieved.
Ramu told himself that he had started on this mission with some good omen. He was not only going to get
some food but a full-blooded woman also thrown in the bargain. The thought of the woman sent a sensation
throughout Ramu’s emaciated body. He could not, however, drive from his mind the thought of all those sweets in
the shop. Gnawing hunger drove him to getting something to eat first.
In the darkness he strained his eyes to find out if there was anything around to eat. He could hardly see in the
darkness. The woman thought that he was drunk and hence indifferent to the proximity of her body. She said,
“You drank too much today. I have told you a thousand times not to drink to excess.”
Saying this, she pressed Ramu to herself. Ramu was enjoying the passionate embraces of the woman. He let
his head rest on her lap. His breathing became heavy as he felt the warm breath of the woman against his check.
He was enjoying this totally unexpected experience. The woman was now fully excited and so was Ramu. He
threw his arms around her and pulled her towards himself. The woman was now relaxed, and her body went limp
in anticipation of the caresses of her secret lover. There was a strong desire in Ramu to make love to the woman.
But hunger returned in a powerful wave. His guts began to twist again. Ramu was now aware that hunger was
about to spoil great fun for him. He didn’t want to leave the woman but at the same time knew that he had to get
something to eat first to put some strength into his body. He suddenly disentangled himself from the woman and
got up like a crazy person. The woman, disappointed and puzzled at his behaviour, said with some annoyance,
“You are completely changed today, Jagan?”
Mad with hunger Ramu started feeling with his hands around the dark room, expecting to find something to
eat. His probing hands suddenly came upon a tray. It contained laddus.
He started eating the laddus. He could consume only two when the woman getting up from the bed caught up
with him. She snatched the tray from him and said,
“Don’t you realize he keeps these sweets counted? He will surely discover the missing laddus if you eat too
many.”
She put the tray of laddus away and pulled Ramu back to the bed and started caressing him again. Ramu was
now mad with hunger. Having partaken of two laddus, his hunger sharpened and became unbearable. He paid no
attention now to the woman’s fond caresses, and again managed to run towards the tray of laddus. He took two
more laddus before the woman could snatch the tray again from him to put it away in the adjoining room.
Ramu was so mad that he almost wanted to kill the woman. He realized, however, that he had two laddus in his
hand and instinctively he started eating them with a relish.
After quickly consuming the sweets, he looked for some water to wash them down. Searching in the darkness,
he came upon a jug of water on a stool and started drinking from it. In the meantime the woman returned and
started removing another plate of laddus which was in another corner of the room. Ramu jumped and snatched the
plate of laddus from her and started eating. The woman said,
“O, Jagan! There are only ten. Don’t eat. He will find out.”
She wanted to snatch the plate of laddus from him. But Ramu ran out of the room taking the plate of laddus
along, and disappeared in the darkness.
78.271 Jailer Amin Chand\fn{by Ajneya aka Sachchidananda Hirananda Vatsyayan (1911-1987)} Kusingar, Gorakhpur
District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 4
Not that I mind telling you the name of the prison to which my story relates; but if I did I’d have to tell you
also the name of the jailer—or you would find out for yourself. And it doesn’t seem worthwhile hurting someone
for the sake of a story, even if it does happen to be a true story.
What I can tell you, however, is that this narrative relates to 1934, when the country’s jails had been filled to
overflowing for the second time within a few years and a great many subversive malcontents, divided into A, B
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and C classes and grouped under various banners had set up a new community of their own under the general
designation of ‘Political prisoners.’\fn{The first attack upon British Imperialism in India was, of course, the Sepoy Mutiny of
1857, and it proved just how really vulnerable the British position in India was. This proved to be a pre-emptive strike; but Indian political
opposition to British rule crystallized in 1885 with the formation of the Indian National Congress. By 1907, it had split into radical and
liberal wings. In 1915, Ghandi came to India, and in 1920 began an organized campaign of non-cooperation with the British rulers .}

But since a jail must have a location and a name let us say it was Hazara Jail. For Hazara was one of northern
India’s biggest prison-houses; and if truth has to be concealed the mask of greatness is better than that of
falsehood. I had just been brought to this jail from Lahore where I had been living in comfortable isolation as a B
class prisoner. I had kicked up a row out of sheer boredom; this had resulted in the withdrawal of class privileges
and a transfer to Hazara. The privileges are well lost if the isolation is lost with it too—that was my general frame
of mind when I arrived. I was looking forward to some movement, some excitement, a touch of color in the drab
pattern of prison life. Maybe the color would be a big dark patch, but it didn’t seem unreasonable to expect that
there would also be flashes or even streaks of red and white and flaming orange.
Nor was I disappointed. As a matter of fact when I came color had been only a hope and the blackness a
certainty, because the new jailer at Hazara Jail was notorious for his callousness. The inhuman cruelties he had
perpetrated on the old Martial Law prisoners were a byword in Punjab jails and had earned for him the sobriquet
of Attockwallah. Because of these he had since been promoted Deputy Superintendent and also been awarded the
title of Rai Sahib, and it was rumored that he was soon going to get The Order of the British Empire; yet to the
prison population he was Jailer Amin Cvhand Attockwallah. Because of him the mention of Attock used to strike
dread in the heart of prisoners anywhere in the Punjab or the North-West Frontier Province.
Whenever any one was transferred to Attock Jail he understood that he was being condemned to transportation
without a voyage; others who heard of the transfer would conclude that the person involved was either a proud
and headstrong political prisoner whose spirit the authorities wanted to break by methods fair or foul, or a
hardened and irredeemable criminal on whom all possible punishments had proved ineffectual—in short, the type
for whom the prison jargon was Khalifa. Lurid stories went round North Indian jails of the special barrack sin
Attock Jail set apart for these Khalifas. These stories added to the terror that Jailer Amin Chand inspired. He was
reputed to have such a dominant personality that an ordinary prisoner would quail in his mere presence while one
steady glance of his eyes would knock anyone groggy.
Actually he was of ordinary build. Of medium height, he walked strait as a lathi, his body was a little on the
heavy side, but there was something so curt and precise in his walk that when he appeared on an inspection round
prisoners tended to fall back half a step.
He came from a trading community, but the way he twisted and pointed his moustache would have done credit
to any old-fashioned Rajput warrior. His moustaches were always twirled to such a fine, hard point with cosmetic
wax that they gave the impression of a coil of fine steel wire filed to a point. The story went round that he kept
twisting and pointing his moustache and was not satisfied till he had tried and seen that the point would go
through a lemon pressed against it. People said,
“Oh, he is the sort of chap who would run a pike through a man every morning just to make sure that the point
was sharp. Why, haven’t you looked at his moustache?”
But to cut a long story short, when I got to Haripur-Hazara, Amin Chand had just taken charge. Hzara Jail was
at the time full of Akali Sikh prisoners; the authorities had been having trouble with them for some time and it
was well-known that the “Attock Hangman” had been sent there just to put them in their place. The Akalis had, of
course, immediately taken up the challenge. This sort of thing helps one get over prison boredom; beside the
Akalis are—well, you know.
There was not much of an incident. Merely that when the Akalis sat down to their morning meal some of them
found a little grit in their bowl of dal. Grit in dal is even otherwise an ordinary matter; in prison dal it just
naturally belongs. But with everyone spoiling for a fight any excuse was good enough. The Akalis left their meal
and announced that they would not eat till Jailer Amin Chand came and inspected the food and verified their
complaint.
The battle was on. And however it might be with love, in war certainly lots of things become fair which
mightn’t otherwise be. In a fight even normal people become a little unreasonable; and here—well, I don’t have to
say it in words. The Akalis drew up a long list of their grievances or demands; till these were redressed or met
they would not submit to prison discipline. Half a seer of milk per head, no lock-up at night, no labor, mahaprashad\fn{A note reads: mutton killed in the approved way.} instead of dal—these were a few of the twenty odd items in the
list.
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The Jailer had been chafing at the bit too! His reply was a crisp order that any petition the prisoners wished to
submit should be presented in the proper manner on parade day. Coercion would not be submitted to and breach
of discipline would be severely dealt with.
So that was that. The Akalis began to be subjected to one prison punishment after another. The potential
developed; the orbit of trouble gradually grew wider. News trickled through to jails all over the country that the
“Attock Hangman” was engaged in a new trial of strength with the Akalis in Hazara. Soon everyone was talking
about it; it seemed likely that Amin Chand would hereafter begin to be known as Hazarawallah.
Amin Chand himself was happy. He held his little body even more erect than usual; his trouser-crease seemed
straighter and sharper, like a scimitar blade. And as for the moustache, one would not have mentioned lemons any
more, lead-shot seemed much more likely!
*
But the publicity had certain effects for which the Jailer was not quite prepared. One aspect of the reputation
which he had throughout the province and which had made him known to the Inspector General was that it
magnified the trouble:
“What, a month gone and Jailer Amin Chand had not yet succeeded in putting it down?”
It was natural to suspect that either he was letting up on discipline or the trouble itself was really serious—not
just a strike but a mutiny. The I. G.\fn{Inspector General} decided on an inspection and Hazara was duly notified.
We did not come to know this straightway. In fact special care was taken to conceal this from us. The Jailer
considered that though the inspection was a nuisance it also provided an opportunity. If only he could announce to
the I. G. on arrival that he had put down the mutiny his triumph would be double; and the impression it would
make on the I. G. would be twice as profound too, because there was all the difference between a paper report and
an on-the-spot observation.
But all this presupposed suppression of the mutiny. And prison punishments seemed to have no effect on the
Akalis. As well flog a rhinoceros—it didn’t matter if you gave a dozen lashes or a hundred, he would only be
tickled!
Like a flash came the announcement that there would be a special parade next morning: Deputy Superintendent Amin Chand would inspect the Akalis’ ward.
The Akalis squared their shoulders, expecting some new tyranny. But at the parade the Jailer said quite mildly,
“Aren’t you folks bored with making trouble? It is no use—a prison is a prison after all and you’ve got to live
under discipline. Why this pointless suffering?”
His glance skimmed over their faces and came to rest quite casually on a face in front of him. This face lit up
and a voice said:
“There is suffering both ways; one might as well hold one’s head high.” The Deputy Superintendent’s eyes
narrowed with suppressed anger, but he spoke quite evenly.
“All right, all right, you’ve done enough to show that you are Akalis; and I am Jailer Amin Chand too, of
Attock fame. Let us come to business. What do you want?” Two or three prisoners answered together rather
sullenly,
“You know our demands.”
“Not even the Lord God expects to have all his demands met,” said Amin Chand. “You consult and decide
amongst yourselves and then send a deputation of five to my office. I will consider and come to a decision.”
The parade was dismissed. The burnished, twisted sharpness of the Jailer’s moustache rankled the Akalis like
an iron pike, but they selected five of their number to take up negotiations.
*
You must have heard the saying, “One Khalsa is a lakh and a quarter.”\fn{Khalsa is a Punjabi word meaning pure; it
refers to the military and religious order which all Sikhs were expected to join, founded by their tenth guru, Gobind Sing, in 1699 .} You
would not be surprised, therefore, if I tell you that the five delegates expressed twenty-five different opinions.\fn
{Similar expressions have often been applied to adherents of Judaism .} There was much arguing.\fn{ The text has: argufying.}
Finally the different individuals veered to two main blocs of thought. Some thought that the Jailer was now
coming to terms and so their demands should be increased. Others felt that since he was prepared for a
compromise some concessions should be made. Between these two extremes were various degrees of
belligerency. And of course there was the question of what the concessions should be if that course was decided
on. Finally one of the elders said,
“Listen my brother, I have an idea.”
“Let us have it,” said the rest.
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“I think we should withdraw all our demands. We should just call him and tell him that we have decided to let
him off. One should not haggle like a bania with one who sues for peace.”
They all stared, unbelieving: had the old sardar gone daft? Would the month-old struggle be thrown away?
Who would make amends for all the punishments they had undergone, all the indignities they had suffered? One
spoke.
“We’d not expected this from you,” he said with unconcealed reproach. The old man was unmoved.
“We should make just one condition,” he continued.
“And what’s that?”
“Just this: we have no grouse against him but he too should stop showing off before us. We will accept all his
rules and regulations but he should once untwirl and turn down his moustaches before us.”
It was an unexpected proposal, to be sure. They were all silent for a while. Presently one Doubting Thomas
spoke up.
“I’m not convinced. It is wrong to give up battle in the middle. How can one rely on the Jailer—he can change
his mind tomorrow and the whole thing will start all over again.”
“That can happen even if we do make conditions,” said the old man, “he could accept today and deny
tomorrow; we’d again have to go on hunger-strike.”
“But to give up battle in the middle is not the way of the Khalsa.” Akalis can be very persistent, you know. But
it was a case of diamond cut diamond.
“Nor should one screw an enemy who seeks sanctuary: I do think my suggestion should be tried.”
The old man finally had his way. Maybe it was only because he was the old man, but that’s how it was. Even
the deputation of five was given up; the old Sardar went alone. Her went to the Deputy Sahib and said,
“We are ready to make peace if you are. We withdraw all our demands.” The Deputy Sahib managed to
conceal both his surprise and joy and said evenly,
“Really … but that it how it should be; you know what you can’t achieve by quarreling you can by submission.
You don’t quite know Rai Sahib Amin Chand; he’s not bothered too much about rules and regulations. I could
pump gallons of ghee\fn{Clarified butter.} into your barracks if I wanted to—or pant an orchard of sandalwood trees
in your yard. Yes, real sandalwood trees—if I was so inclined.”
“We’ve only one little request: that you once turn down your moustaches in our presence.”
“What?”
The Jailer’s brows went up in sudden anger. But perhaps the I. G.’s tour program was lying on the table in
front of him: he controlled himself and said coldly,
“I’ll consider your request. You are dismissed.”
Early next morning, when the warders had hardly yet checked up the locks and doors before the lock-out,
Amin Chand appeared suddenly at the door of the Akalis’ barracks. It was hardly light yet; the yard was empty
and even the Chief Head Warder with the bunch of keys was not with him. The Deputy Superintendent had no
sooner reached the door than the Akalis’ leader appeared in front of him.
“I’ve considered your request,” said the Jailer, trying to sound very casual and breezy. “We’ve got to live
together after all: you are not going to run away from the jail and I am not going to chuck service. So there is no
point in standing in on dignity; when there are people living together there is a lot of give and take and no one
loses face on that account. Sometimes I ride rough and you knuckle under; sometimes you jib and I change my
stance. Maybe one day I have you by the scruff, another day—” and as he said this he lifted his hands, rested
thumb and finger on each moustache point and pressing them against his cheek pulled them down. “I turn my
moustaches down—there, what difference does it make anyway?”
The hair would naturally not open out straight, used as they were to years of twirling; but having been
hardened with wax the ends pointed down and made the Jailer’s moustaches look like a pair of tiny black beeeaters each beaking down to catch a worm.
“There now,” the Jailer went on, “now we are at peace: I’ll send the Jamadar to lock out immediately—” and
he turned round and marched off.
Even before he had reached the gate of the barrack yard he had twirled up his moustaches again. A suspicion of
a smile twisted the corners of his lips upward and emphasized the pointedness of the moustaches. He was
congratulating himself on he neat way he had handled the situation. The whole thing had been dismissed as a joke
—the demand had been met and nothing had been lost; the I.G. would come and see that there was perfect peace
and concord in the prison and everything in apple-pie order as it should be under Rai Sahib Amin Chand’s regime.
He envisaged the inspection parade: the Akalis would line up with the rest and as he passed them keeping step
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with the I.G. he would say quite casually that their little trouble had now been “settled” and discipline restored.
What triumph in that moment …
Meanwhile in the barracks some of the Akalis were staring fixedly at the old leader. Their eyes were full of just
one question:
“Is that all?” Was this the victory they had fought for, or even the compromise they had expected? Jailer Amin
Chand had made fools of them all …
*
Properly, that is where the story ends. But there is more to tell. Or rather it is the other way round: that’s all
there is to tell, but the story doesn’t end there.
The Jailer had hardly reached the prison entrance when we, in another political prisoners’ barrack far away
from the Akalis, got the news that Jailer Amin Chand had turned his moustaches down before the Akalis. And
before the lock-out that morning the six thousand odd prisoners in that jail had the news too: that Jailer Amin
Chand of Attock fame had turned his moustaches down before his prisoners.
The next day the I. G.’s inspection tour was formally announced and a rehearsal parade organized. As Rai
Sahib Amin Chand was going past inspecting the lines, a prisoner casually lifted on hand, rested thumb and finger
on the ends of his moustaches and gently drew them down to the corners of the lips; an innocent gesture, almost
as if one were wiping drops of sweat from the sides of the nose. But a smile ran right down the line of prisoners.
Rai Sahib Amin Chand drew himself up and said, in the severer voice which used to strike terror into the hearts
of the Khalifas of Attock,
“What’s the matter?”
No one answered: the line was as blank-faced as a wall. But further up another prisoner repeated the gesture:
This time there was a distinct titter.
The Jailer’s grew more severe: he finished the inspection in a hurry and rushed off.
But on the day following, when the I.G. came and was going past the perfectly drawn up lines of prisoners,
quite a few of them needed to wipe perspiration down their faces at the same time, and a broad silvery smile lit up
a number of visages.
The I. G. turned towards the Deputy Superintendent.
“What’s the matter, Rai Sahib—discipline doesn’t seem to be too good.” The Rai Sahib mumbled in a sinking
voice,
“Sir, may we discuss this in the office—something confidential.”
“Hmm,” said the I. G. then feeling called upon to prop up the Rai Sahib’s prestige, he added briskly,
“Of course, we shall talk in the office.”
One week after the I. G.’s departure Deputy Superintendent Amin Chand was transferred from Hazara Jail in
the interests of prison discipline. He was posted to Multan. But the news had traveled there before him. They were
waiting not for Rai Sahib Amin Chand, the Hangman of Attock, but for the Jailer who had turned his moustaches
down before prisoners in Hazara.
He was transferred again soon. But wherever he went his new fame traveled before him and he was not able to
maintain discipline anywhere. Finally he was demoted from Deputy Superintendent to Jailership and placed in
charge of a small district jail; but there was no jail in the Punjab where the story of the moustaches was not
known. Beaten and demoralized, he applied for premature retirement and accept proportionate pension in the
grade of jailer.
*
He had already left service when I came out of jail. I was never able to discover what remote corner he had
found to hide his ignominy in. A sandalwood orchard for the prisoners was a tall boast: whether he achieved even
the shade of a thorn-bush for himself I do not know.
His name was soon consigned to limbo by prison Khalifas and “Oldest Members.” But even today, even if you
ask a complete newcomer he will smile and shake his head to affirm that he knows about the Jailer who had
turned his moustaches down before his prisoners.
1912

459

265.40 Two Choruses From The Well Of The People\fn{by Gharati Sarabhai (1912- )} Ahmedabad, Ahmedabad
District, Gujarat State, India (F) 3\fn{The text of these choruses was imperfectly preserved; I have reproduced what I
discovered:H}
1
Now Haridwar is heaving with the heat and blood of men.
For days men and these
women, with what love we can
reckon not, whirl without cease
in railway lines’ confluent iron streams—barred out or barred in.
*
And bursting this century’s dam with shouts, have washed out
the old round-pebbled market,
new-rich, martyr’s square,
sandalwood brackets
on panel and gate, camel-high roof seats on house and tree.
*
The whole town is a-smoke and smoking from cauldrons the stone current
in dry virgin wood;
Time is recurrent,
so quiet they have stood
eyeless, in goddess-unflickering gaze, for vision to be
*
Young mothers from Punjab, with what life-joy we know not,
have sat on the road
in absent mood, caught
like pitchers down-necked
emptying emptying their breast to sons velvet-waisted,
who, sated, knot their mother-bodice—
*
Now what is she winking at so merrily, as if their envy
could hardly keep down
her fun, her gaiety—
old women from town
are knocked flat on the ground but cry not nor show surprise.
*
They have herded without fear, the women’s lowered heads, the austere staff,
fierce northern beards
and little children’s laugh,
and half aware, for the air is man-thick, have garnered night-long hours together.
*
Countrywide the devout have come, carried their large families,
wives with sprightly wits
and small, hidden babies
and soft glossy spirits.
The sacred river has become a bed for all, enough a bundle and pitcher.
…
Here Sur Ganga, more than any sea, is a flowing mine of waters
for our arduous pineland
of daring prayer-chanters;
she is your lovers’ fountain
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and life prisoner’s sentence, a recurring waterfall
*
Here, after the shut-in cold of the fierce mountain
is the piercing thrill
of the outside moon;
from far Kumao’s hill
throne to low plains of penance; slow terraces by Himalay’s wall:
*
Here glow-worms from heard-of poems, scatter the hermit’s pot
like sonorous stars
falling but fall not
and neutral night jars
plaintive mark, untired unwatered, hours they cannot feel
*
Here by world-swift whirling pool, emerald moss-held maya-kunda,
lies Ganga’s pure mirror;
bakul, vanjul, wounded
flowers by silent river;
while bird anchorites, saras shy hamsa, burn, turn quicken sicken round maya-kunda:
*
Here shadows of trees lean across the road to whisper
to real pippali leaves, nivar grass;
and yonder, over vesper—
vibrant juniper copse,
come figures thin, stalking in bhagava like storks alone:
*
Birds are quiet; shadows are still; the slim sisam abode
is eternal spring
for the will branching
in wilderness—god!
All life someone spreads out his solitary soul here, his psyche’s drone.
…
At last rising the moon wakes on her wind-flooded head,
shakes the showering shirisha free,
looks round crouching on branch-held
feet, and now from the treeside, a-liquid, she shakes her head limpid dazzling free.
*
And with her head, her head, startled the whole mountain head,
austeres Rishikesha jag,
its bush crystalline horned,
like a gigantic stag
is starting; stars are running and planets falling
*
The moon is blue and Himavant mountain is shaking
for the full full-moon
that is rising ; and waking
from their vigil, soon
the bathers will be leaving, O they have ached for her,
long this after-sun awaiting,
long this after-sun awaiting.
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2
They dip, they dip,
Wind is bladed.
River wrinkled.
Her breast shrunken.
*
They dip, they dip,
Without the moon,
Your night is moan.
Light inviolate.
…
Rise, Moon, rise on river
While garment is red,
Scarlet her forehead,
Love’s bangle unshed.
*
Brave moon, join with her,
Cool on flank of her,
Her waist-knot loosened
Like garland in wind.
…
They dip, they dip,
Waiting the moon.
Stay, stay, O woman
On river’s lip
*
For sleep will come
And hang the moon
And soon, too soon
Your will be done.
78.302 Exchange Of Lunatics\fn{by Saadat Hassan Manto (1912-1955)} Samrala, Ludhiana District, Punjab State,
India (M) 3
A couple of years or so after the partition of the sub-continent, the government of Pakistan and India felt that
just as they had exchanged their hardened criminals, they should exchange their lunatics. In other words, Muslims
in the lunatic asylums of India should be sent across to Pakistan; and mad Hindus and Sikhs in Pakistani asylums
be handed over to India.
Whether or not this was a sane decision, we will never know. But people in knowledgeable circles say that
there were many conferences at the highest level between bureaucrats of the two countries before the final
agreement was signed and a date fixed for the exchange.
The news of the impending exchange created a novel situation in the Lahore lunatic asylum. A Muslim patient
who was a regular reader of the Zamindar was asked by a friend, “Maulvi Sahib, what is this thing they call
Pakistan?” After much thought he replied, “It’s a place in India where they manufacture razor blades.” A Sikh
lunatic asked another, “Sardarji, why are we being sent to India? We cannot speak their language.” The Sardarji
smiled and replied, “I know the lingo of the Hindustanis.” He illustrated his linguistic prowess by reciting a
doggerel.
The Hindustanis are full of shaitani
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They strut about like bantam cocks.

One morning a mad Mussulman yelled the slogan “Pakistan Zindabad” with such vigor that he slipped on the
floor and knocked himself senseless.
Some inmates of the asylum were not really insane. They were murderers whose relatives had been able to
have them certified and thus saved from the hangman’s noose. These people had vague notions of why India had
been divided and what was Pakistan. But even they knew very little of the complete truth. The papers wee not
very informative and the guards were so stupid that it was difficult to make any sense of what they said. All one
could gather from their talk was that there was a man of the name of Mohammed Ali Jinnah\fn{ Father of Pakistan
(1876-1948) and its first Governor-General (1947-1948) .} who was also know as the Qaid-i-Azam.\fn{ Great Leader; the title
was bestowed upon him by the First Constituent Assembly of Pakistan, in 1946 .} And that this Mohammed Ali Jinnah alias
Qaid-i-Azam had made a separate country for the Mussulmans which he called Pakistan.
No one knew where this Pakistan was or how far it extended. This was the chief reason why inmates who were
not totally insane were in a worse dilemma than those utterly made: they did not know whether they were in India
or Pakistan. If they were in India, where exactly was Pakistan? And if they were in Pakistan how was it that the
very same place had till recently been known as India?
A poor Muslim got so baffled with the talk about India and Pakistan, Pakistan and India, that he got madder
than before. One day while he was sweeping the floor he was suddenly overcome by an insane impulse. He threw
away his brush and clambered up a tree. And for two hours he orated from the branch of this tree on Indo-Pakistan
problems. When the guards tried to get him down, he climbed up still higher. When they threatened him he
replied, “I do not wish to live either in India or Pakistan; I want to stay where I am, on top of this tree.”
After a while the fit of lunacy abated and the man was persuaded to come down. As soon as he was on the
ground he began to embrace his Hindu and Sikh friends and she bitter tears. He was overcome by the thought that
they would leave him and go away to India.
Another Muslim inmate had a Master of Science degree in radio-engineering and considered himself a cut
above the others. He used to spend his days strolling in a secluded corner of the garden. Suddenly a change came
over him. He took off all his clothes and handed them over to the head-constable. He resumed the peripatations\fn
{Wandering about} without a stitch of clothing on his person.
And there was yet another lunatic, a fat Mussulman who had been a leader of the Muslim League in Chiniot.
He was given to bathing fifteen to sixteen times during the day. He suddenly gave it up altogether.
The name of this fat Mussulman was Mohammed Ali. But one day he proclaimed from his cell that he was
Mohammed Ali Jinnah. Not to be outdone, his cell-mate, who was a Sikh, proclaimed himself to be Mastar Tara
Singh. The two began to abuse each other. They were declared “dangerous” and put in separate cages.
There was a young Nindu lawyer from Lahore. He was said to have become unhinged when his lady-love jilted
him. When he heard that Amritsar\fn{The holy city of the Sikhs.} had gone to India, he was very depressed: his sweetheart lived in Amritsar. Although the girl had spurned his affection, he did not forget her even in his lunacy. He
spent his time cursing all leaders, Hindu and well as Muslim, because they had split India into two, and made his
beloved an Indian and him a Pakistani.
When the talk of exchanging lunatics was still in the air, other inmates consoled the Hindu lawyer with the
hope that he would soon be sent to India—the country where his sweetheart lived. But the lawyer refused to be
reassured. He did not want to leave Lahore because he was convinced that he would not be able to set up legal
practice in Amritsar.
There were a couple of Anglo-Indians in the European ward. They were very saddened to learn that the English
had liberated India and returned home. They met secretly to deliberate on problems of their future status in the
asylum: would the asylum continue to have a separate ward for Europeans? Would they be served breakfast as
before? Would they be deprived of toast and be forced to eat chappaties?
Then there was a Sikh who had been in the asylum for fifteen years. And in the fifteen years he said little
besides the following sentence: “O, pardi, good good di, anekas di, bedhyana di, moong di dal of di lantern.”
The Sikh never slept either at night or in the day. The warders said that they had not known him to blink his
eyes in fifteen years. He did not as much as lie down. Only on rare occasions he leant against the wall to rest. His
legs were swollen down to the ankles.
Whenever there was talk of India and Pakistan, or the exchange of lunatics, this Sikh would become very
attentive. If anyone invited him to express his views, he would answer with great solemnity: “O pardi, good good
di, anekas di, bedhyana di, moong di dal of the Pakistan Government.”
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Some time later he changed the end of his litany from “of the Pakistan Government” to “of the Toba Tek Singh
government.”
He began to question his fellow inmates whether the village of Toba Tek Singh was in India or Pakistan. No
one knew the answer. Those who tried, got tired up in knots when explaining how Silakot was at first in India and
was now in Pakistan. How could one guarantee that a similar fate would not befall Lahore and from being
Pakistani today it would not become Indian tomorrow? For that matter how could one be sure that the whole of
India would not become a part of Pakistan? All said and done who could put his hand on his heart and say with
conviction that there was no danger of both India and Pakistan vanishing from the face of the globe one day!
The Sikh had lost most of his long hair. Since he seldom took a bath, the hair of the head had matted and joined
with is beard. This gave the Sikh a very fierce look. But he was a harmless fellow. In the fifteen years he had been
in the asylum, he had never been known to argue or quarrel with anyone. All that the older inmates knew about
him was that he owned land in village Toba Tek Singh and was a prosperous farmer. When he lost his mind, his
relative had brought him to the asylum in iron fetters. Once in the month, some relatives came to Lahore to find
out how he was faring. With the eruption of Indo-Pakistan troubles their visits had ceased.
The Sikh’s name was Bishen Singh but everyone called him Toba Tek Singh. Bishen Singh had no concept of
time—neither of days, nor weeks, nor of months. He had no idea how long he had been in the lunatic asylum. But
when his relatives and friends came to see him, he knew that a month must have gone by. He would inform the
head warder that “Miss Interview” was due to visit him. He would wash himself with great care; he would soap
his body and oil his long hair and beard before combing them. He would dress up before he went to meet his
visitors. If they asked any questions, he either remained silent or answered: “O pardi, anekas di, bedhayana di,
moong di dal of the lantern.”
Bishen Singh had a daughter who had grown into a full-bosomed lass of fifteen. But he showed no
comprehension about his child. The girl wept bitterly whenever she met her father.
When talk of India and Pakistan came up, Bishen Singh began to question other lunatics about the location of
Toba Tek Singh. No one could give him a satisfactory answer. His irritation mounted day by day. And now even
“Miss Interview” did not come to see him. There was a time when something had told him that his relatives were
due. Now that inner voice had been silenced. And he was more anxious than ever to meet his relatives and find
out whether Toba Tek Singh was in India or Pakistan. But no relatives came. Bishen Singh turned to other sources
of information.
There was a lunatic in the asylum who believed he was God. Bishen Singh asked him whether Toba Tek Singh
was in India or Pakistan. As was his wont God adopted a grave mien and replied: “We have not yet issued our
orders on the subject.”
Bishen Singh got the same answer many times. He pleaded with “God” to issue instructions so that the matter
could be settled once and for all. His pleadings were in vain: “God” had many pressing matters awaiting “his”
orders. Bishen Singh’s patience ran out and one day he let “God” have a bit of his mind: “O pardi, good good di,
anekas di, bedhyanna di, moong di dal of Wahi-I-Guru Ji Ka Khalsa and Wahi-I-Guru de Fateh! Jo boley so
nihal, Sat Sri Akal!”
This was meant to put “God” in his place as god only of the Mussulmans. Surely if He had been God of the
Sikhs, He would have heard the pleadings of a Sikh!
A few days before the day fixed for the exchange of lunatics, a Muslim from Toba Tek Singh came to visit
Bishen Singh. This man had never been to the asylum before. When Bishen Singh saw him he turned away. The
warders stopped him: “He’s come to see you; he’s your friend, Fazal Din,” they said.
Bishen Singh gazed at Fazal Din and began to mumble. Fazal Din put his hand on Bishen Singh’s shoulder. “I
have been intending to see you for the last many days but could never find the time. All your family have safely
crossed over to India. I did the best I could for them. Your daughter, Roop Kaur …”
Fazal Din continued somewhat haltingly: “Yes … she too is well. She went along with the rest.”
Bishen Singh stood where he was without saying a word. Fazal Din started again. “They asked me to keep in
touch with you. I am told that you are to leave for India. Convey my salaams to brother Balbir Singh and to
brother Wadhawa Singh ... and also to sister Amrit Kaur ... tell brother Balbir Singh that Fazal Din is well and
happy. Both the gray buffaloes that they left behind have calved—one is a male, the other a female .. the female
died six days later. And if there is anything I can do for them, I am always willing. I have brought you a little
sweet corn.”
Bishen Singh took the bag of sweet corn and handed it over to a warder. He asked Fazal Din, “Where is Toba
Tek Singh?”
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Fazal Din looked somewhat puzzled and replied, “Where could it be? It’s in the same place where it always
was.”
Bishen Singh asked again: “In Pakistan or India?”
“No, not in India; it’s in Pakistan” replied Fazal Din.
Bishen Singh turned away mumbling: “O pardi, good good di, anekas di, bedhyana di, moong di dal of the
Pakistan and Hindustan of dur phittey moonh.”
*
Arrangements for the exchange of lunatics were completed. Lists with names of lunatics of either side had
been exchanged and information sent to the people concerned. The date was fixed.
It was a bitterly cold morning. Bus loads of Sikh and Hindu lunatics left the Lahore asylum under heavy police
escort. At the border at Wagah, the Superintendents of the two countries met and settled the details of the
operation.
It was a bitterly cold morning. Bus loads of Sikh and Hindu lunatics left the Lahore asylum under heavy police
escort. At the border at Wagah, the Superintendents of the two countries met and settled the details of the
operation.
Getting lunatics out of the busses and handing over custody to officers of the other side proved to be a very
difficult task. Some refused to come off the bus; those that came out were difficult to control: a few broke loose
and had to be recaptured. Those that were naked had to be clothed. No sooner were the clothes put on them than
they tore them off their bodies. Some came out with vile abuse, others began to sing at the top of their voices.
Some squabbled; others cried or roared with laughter. They created such a racket that one could not hear a word.
The female lunatics added to the noise. And all this in the bitterest of cold when people’s teeth chattered like the
scales of rattle snakes.
Most of the lunatics resisted the exchange because they could not understand why they were being uprooted
from one place and flung into another. Those of a gloomier disposition were yelling slogans “Long Live Pakistan”
or “Death to Pakistan.” Some lost their tempers and were prevented from coming to blows in the very nick of
time.
At last came the turn of Bishen Singh. The Indian officer began to enter his name in the register. Bishen Singh
asked him, “Where is Toba Tek Singh? In India or Pakistan?”
“In Pakistan.”
That was all that Bishen Singh wanted to know. He turned and ran back to Pakistan. Pakistani soldiers
apprehended him and tried to push him back towards Sindia. Bishen Singh refused to budge. “Toba Tek Singh is
on this side,” he cried, and began to yell at the top of his voice: “O pardi, good good di, anekas di, bedhyana di,
moong di of Toba Tek Singh and Pakistan.” They did their best to soothe him, to explain to him that Toba Tek
Singh must have left for India; and that if any of that name was found in Pakistan he would be dispatched to India
at once. Bishen Singh refused to be persuaded. They tried to use force. Bishen Singh planted himself on the
dividing line and dug his swollen feet into the ground with such firmness that no one could move him.
They let him be. He was soft in the head. There was no point using force; he would come round of his own—
yes. They left him standing where he was and resumed the exchange of the other lunatics.
Shortly before sunrise, a weird cry rose from Bishen Singh’s throat. The man who had spent all the nights and
days of the last fifteen years standing on his feet, now sprawled on the ground, face down. The barbed wire fence
on one side marked the territory of India; another fence marked the territory of Pakistan. In the no man’s land
between the two barbed-wire fences lay the body of Bishen Singh of village Toba Tek Singh.
69.37 Ramleela\fn{by Radhakrishan (1912-1979)} Gumla, Ranchi District, Bihar State, India (M) 1
Of all the professions it was the profession of running a Ramleela troupe.
It is not at all surprising to hear that one is a shop-keeper or a zamindar or a money-lender by profession. But,
has anyone ever heard of a fellow whose profession is to keep a Ramleela troupe, and that too has been his old
family profession? And yet this Ramleela has been his family profession for the last seven generations. Ramratan
is a bit modern, so he does not like this profession. But he cannot give up Ramleela and disband his troupe
because it is his ancestral profession.
At the same time Ramratan does not like that any Tom, Dick and Harry should act the part of Rama or
Lakshman, Vashistha or Vishwamitra. This makes a parody of Rama and a mockery of Lakshman; the king is put
in a miserable plight and the great sage Vashistha looks like a fool. So he wants to overhaul his troupe.
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This problem has been worrying Ramratan for the last five days. He is looking for a boy who can act the part
of Rama. He is moving from place to place in search of such a winsome slightly dark-complexioned boy as Rama.
Search he did everywhere, but he has not been able to get the boy he wants. Those he has come across are not at
all suitable. All of them had either one defect or the other. He does not find the type he wants. It is not known
when he will find one such boy or whether he will find at all.
On the fifth day Ramratan lost heart. Ramleela was not possible without Rama. He was tired, physically and
mentally. To him it seemed like rummaging in a heap of rubbish for the Shaligram. Well, where will he get Rama?
He felt he was the most helpless fellow on this wide earth. Nobody can give him a helping hand in his misery. Oh,
his Ramleela troupe has become the source of all his troubles. Wearied and exhausted, he sat on a bench in a park.
How could there be any Rainleela if there was no boy to act Rama?
And then he beholds a boy in the park running after butterflies; the same boy as he wants: innocent,
unsophisticated, pure, simple, winsome, slightly dark-complexioned. Whose boy is he? If he acts the role of
Rama, well, excellent and superb.
He called the boy and made him sit beside him. Ramratan put several questions to the boy to elicit certain
information about him. The boy said:
“My father is no more. I have only my mother. I don’t know what she does. There are three cows at my house.
Mother milks them all. A milkman buys the milk. I have my maternal uncle. He lives at a far-away place—at
Rangoon. Have you ever heard of Rangoon? My uncle has a job there. He will come with sweets and a rubber ball
for me. Then he will get a coat and shorts for me. No trouble thereafter.”
Ramratan was overwhelmed with joy to find such a priceless gem. It was not possible to get a more suitable
fellow to act the part of Rama. After some time Ramratan was face to face with the lad’s mother, assuaging her
doubts and fears. Her hesitation vanished on hearing the jingling of coins.
“Well, my boy, will you act the part of Rama?”
“Yes,” was the simple but honest answer of the boy.
“How will you kill Tadaka with your bow and arrow?”
The boy with his tiny bow shot an arrow so nicely as to captivate Ramratan’s heart. Such a nice, suitable lad he
will not find anywhere—never, nowhere. This boy seems to have been fashioned in the image of Rama. The very
acting of Rama has taken a concrete shape in him He is the very image of Rama.
And from the next day the number of audience began to increase tremendously. The boy imparted a new
meaning and a new dimension to the acting of Rama.
*
Twenty-two years pass by. So many things take place during this period. Ramratan's Ramleela troupe is now
known all over India. The troupe has money and prestige and reputation. Still Ramratan is not happy and at peace.
His troupe has come to Gwalior on the special invitation of the Maharaja. The people are very eager and
enthusiastic. But Ramratan is making a deliberate delay. He has no man to act Ravana. How can the Maharaja of
Gwalior like the man who presently acts Ravana, when he is not liked by Ramratan himself! In this wide, wide
world he does not get a Ravana. He is very much upset. Nowhere does he come across a prototype of Ravana. On
the face of Ravana anger and violence were writ large. His voice was gruff and raucous. Yes, Ramratan has got to
find exactly the same Ravana. A Ravana with such features alone can kidnap Sita, mother of the universe, and
impress the audience.
And, at last, in a tavern he stumbled upon exactly the same man as he wanted. That man looked cruelty and
wickedness incarnate, an exact facsimile of Ravana. He was showering filthiest possible abuse on the tavernkeeper. The latter had refused to give him wine free of cost.
Yes, this is the man, a perfect cad, who can act Ravana in a most splendid manner. How brutal and wicked he
looks! His voice, my God, how hoarse and raucous! He can never efface his dreadfulness even if he goes to Sita
in the disguise of a sadhu. The audience would at once say, this is Ravana, the wicked and crafty king of Lanka!
Ramratan paid the tavern-keeper and said:
“Well, give this fellow one bottle more on my behalf.”
“Ah, you are very kind, brother. Tell me, what can I do for you! How best can I serve you?” the Ravana-like
fellow yelled out.
“I have a Ramleela-party; I want you to act the part of Ravana."
“Ravana ? . . .Well, I’ll do.”
His acting was really superb. Ramratan was very much pleased.
“Tell me, what prize should I give you?”
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“You have already given me much in the past. What more should I ask today?”
“In the past? I never saw you before,” Ramratan was very much surprised.
“Yes, you couldn’t recognize me. But I did recognize you the very first day. I’m the same as used to act the
role of Rama in your Ramleela troupe. After some time my uncle took me away. Just try to remember. I’m the
same man, the same as acted Ram. Could you recall?”
Yes, Ramratan could recall everything: behind the horrifying exterior of Ravana he could see the winsome,
innocent, slightly dark-complexioned features of Rama. In great surprise and amazement he blurted out:
“Yes, you are the same Rama. Now I remember, you are the same Rama.”
34.165 The Jagirdar And His Dog\fn{by Pannalal Patel (1912-1989)} Mandli, Durgapur District, Rajasthan State,
India (M) 4
After his return from England, the Jagirdar\fn{The holder of a jagir, a type of feudal South Asian land grant; they also used
other titles such as Raja, Nawab, Chaudhary, Rao, Zaildar, Thakur, Sardar, Mankari, Bhomichar, etc.:W} was visiting our village for
the first time, and everybody was awaiting his arrival.
The Talati had started keeping the milk-pot ready since nearly a week. Who could say when Bapu\fn{A note
reads: Term of respect for a person in authority. This is not Ghandi, who was also affectionately known as Bapu:H. } would suddenly
appear? Charpoys and piles of quilts were brought in. The Mukhi\fn{A note reads: Village head.} was instructed not to
leave the village, and the barber and cobbler and the water-carrier were ordered to be ready any moment. A few
policemen were on round-the-clock duty and even when they went home to have their meals, they left substitutes.
Today his cook, domestic servants and bodyguards arrived early in the morning, and a wave of suspense spread
over the village.
The cook took charge of the kitchen, with four men from the village to help him, and the Mukhi busy the whole
time helping the Jagirdar’s entourage. The policemen were going about the village to collect utensils, milk and
curds, while other cooking materials were purchased from the Bania’s shop—of course the whole village was to
bear the expenses collectively—and the Jagirdar’s attendants began to arrange things so that everything looked
neat and tidy.
The Talati was scurrying about impatiently, wearing a coat and breeches stitched by the village tailor Dala
almost five years ago, and a pink turban on his head, keeping an eye on the road.
Suddenly somebody said, “I think the car is coming,” and everybody became all attention to listen to the sound
of the approaching car. A huge crowd gathered at the turning.
“There it comes … see that dust rising … it will be seen in no time …”
The policeman rushed before the crowd.
“Fools, don’t stand in the way! Fall in line. And you imps, don’t you make any noise, keep quiet. When Bapu
comes—do you hear, you idiot—bow down to him respectfully.”
Bapu’s car arrived, raising dust over the bowed heads of the villagers and stopped near the public square.
The door opened and Bapu stepped out of the car, and after him a snow-white animal, with long ears and short
legs and a lot of fur over its whole body. Bapu’s Secretary came out from the back seat.
The Jagirdar was a young man of about twenty eight. His face was not particularly handsome, but his body
was well-built and he was dressed in great style—trousers, coat, tie, socks and shoes, wrist-watch, goggles and a
beautiful ring. He had a stick in one hand and a chain-like thing in the other. It looked as if he were walking
straight from a steamer!
But nobody paid any attention to him—even while paying their respects to him, they looked at the strange little
animal near his feet.
Even when they talked among themselves they referred to the animal rather than the change in the Jagirdar
after his visit to England. Somebody said it was an English rabbit, while the other guessed it was a dog.
Somebody even wondered if it was an English species of a panther! Some thought it was neither a dog nor a cat
nor a rabbit and could not decide what that strange little thing could be. The discussion became all the more
excited every moment and a few even went to the extent of having a bet on the issue. As the news spread, the
crowd got bigger and every newcomer inquired:
“What is this strange creature?”
Some were genuinely frightened.
“I wish Bapu would keep the animal chained, otherwise it might even kill somebody!”
In the meantime a few young men came with definite information that it was a dog. They had even heard its
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name, but were confused about it. One of them said that it was “Shivler,” the second one asserted, “It is Shivlo,”
while the third one said, “It is Shiloo or Filloo or some such thing.” Some did not at all bother about the name, but
started describing the dog.
“What a wonderful dog! Its ears are so long that they almost touch the ground. Such short legs. And my God!
what hair! Just like the matted hair of an ascetic! And so white!”
Somebody came up with a suggestion:
“Well, I wonder if the dog has hair of silver. That Seth said the other day that English ladies have golden hair,
and may be this dog has silver hair. You never can tell. In a country like England anything is possible.”
Everybody laughed over it, but at the same time everyone said to himself:
“Well, in any case Bapu is not a man to bring an ordinary dog.”
The whole village was talking about the dog, and even the women standing on the other side of the square
were making some funny remarks about it. But the Mukhi came and warned:
“Don’t say anything silly about Bapu’s dog. He is more fond of dog than his own son.”
A young man supported his statement.
“Janu Miyan was also telling the same thing.”
Somebody who was well aware of Bapu’s disposition said:
“Don’t just call it a dog; you shouldn’t forget it is Bapu’s dog.”
Hundreds of eyes followed that dog walking behind Bapu. As Bapu sat on the cot the dog also clambered
behind him and as soon as Bapu said something like “Silaun”\fn{Sit down.} it quietly sat down on the cot.
People were really astounded. Somebody thought “Silaun” was the name of the dog, while another one took it
to be a command to sit down.
Any way, they realized by now that the dog was to be respected more than the Jagirdar’s Secretary, and even
more than his son. For when the Jagirdar came here three years ago, even his own son did not jump on the cot
with such freedom.
Its name was Siloo—an abridged form of Silver—and the villagers started calling it Siloobhai. They were
astonished beyond words when they knew that the dog had cost five hundred rupees; they commented that with
that amount one could purchase twenty bullocks or five horses and some ended up by saying that it was as
expensive as an elephant itself!
“It would cost its weight in silver—imagine!” somebody remarked.
But the dogs of the village were not so considerate. As soon as they saw Siloo, they started barking as they
would upon sighting other stray dogs and Siloo too responded by barking vehemently. Everybody began to
tremble with fear.
“My God, how does it bark? It is just like the roar of a tiger!!”
“Don’t talk such silly things,” the young man protested. “Let it fight with our village dogs, and I bet that in no
time, it will be defeated. Don’t be led away by appearances. Even our worst dogs are better than this one!”
But the villagers were not at all convinced by his argument. On the contrary they wished Bapu would let loose
his dog so that it might show its strength to the timid dogs of the village. Some even went to Janu Miyan and said:
“Janubhai; why don’t you allow Siloobhai to come out? Try at least once. We are sure that these dogs will take
to their heels at once. It would be great fun.”
The Jagirdar shouted:
“Damn fools, what are you staring at? Drive away these bloody dogs.”
Soon everyone started chasing away the dogs with stones.
The dogs ran away, but did not stop barking, and their barking was echoed back from other streets. The dogs
tend to cling to their houses with even greater desperation than human beings. The moment the villagers turned
their backs, the dogs reappeared and this time, joined the dogs from other streets also.
Within ten minutes, the situation was tense again and the Mukhi went to the Jagirdar and conveyed the desire
of the people who had gathered on the spot:
“Bapu, why not let Siloobhai free just once? These dogs won’t dare to stand anywhere around.”
“Oh no, once it gets excited, it would be impossible to control it. Here it is quiet under my control,” he said
twirling his moustache.
“Oh yes, it is quite true—it is a very respectful dog,” remarked the Mukhi. An old man asked with an impudent
smile:
“Bapu, do you think this dog can fight with a tiger?”
Another man tried to correct his impolite remark:
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“You mean Siloobhai? An ordinary cheetah would jump back into the ravine at the very sight of Siloobhai.”
But the old man refused to give in so easily:
“Bapu, is it so?”
“Just bring a cheetah and see,” Bapu said with a warning smile. Once again his attention was engaged by the
barking of dogs.
Siloobhai was apparently getting impatient to show off its prowess. But what could it do? It had to be
respectful to Bapu after all.
Bapu tied a chain round its neck and was about to get up when the Mukhi arrived with a cup of tea. Bapu said
and extended his hand to take that cup of tea. But then he suddenly changed his mind and drew back his hand.
“Don’t you have something like table?” he asked.
The Mukhi was confused; he couldn’t make out what blessed thing that table was. Then all of a sudden he
remembered a hotel which he had seen when he visited the Jagirdar’s capital. He said nervously:
“You mean chair, isn’t it? Well—”
“You idiot, what’s to be done with a chair? I want to put this cup …” The villagers had been standing there
confused. But now suddenly light dawned on them and they ran in all directions in search of a table. But what
could they bring? They could put a basket upside down, but it would be too low. They couldn’t even catch hold of
a stone big enough for the purpose, otherwise somehow they would have managed to bring it for the Jagirdar.
Suddenly that old man came up with a brainy suggestion.
“Why don’t you fetch a drum from somewhere?”
The Mukhi burnt with jealously at the old man’s intelligence. He even said to himself: “Why such a simple
thing didn’t occur to me even though the drum was hanging just under my nose?" Had only one man been trying
he would have brought the drum in a minute. But when three men had rushed for the job they were bound to take
longer. But when the Mukhi was about to place the cup on the drum, the Jagirdar shouted:
“Are you all stupid or what? At least wipe the dust off it!!”
A few villagers got up and began to wipe it vigorously and among them a young man started dusting the drum
with his shoulder cloth. Dust fell on the dog and the Jagirdar was annoyed. The old man said:
“Take care that dust does not fall on Siloobhai.” Bapu also remarked:
“Idiot!!”
One young man asked:
“May I clean Siloobhai?”
The Jagirdar gave an ironical smile and said:
“What for? To clean—your shoulder cloth?”
People were confused for a while, but the old man came to their rescue:
“Siloobhai is whiter than your cloth.”
All burst out laughing but the young man felt slighted and irritated.
“It may be white as snow, but even then it does not cease to be a dog.”
“What shall I do about Siloobhai’s tea?” the Mukhi asked helplessly.
“Why, don’t you have more tea?” Bapu’s voice was stern.
“Bapu, tea is ready.”
Everybody was very curious to see how white man’s dog would drink tea.
“I will hold the cup in my hand, let somebody go and fetch one more drum.”
Bapu shouted once again:
“You ass, what for do you want a drum? It is not going to drink tea in cup and saucer. Where the devil are my
servants?”
All those servants and policemen drinking steaming hot tea inside were in panic. But before they could come
out it was all arranged.
A bed was spread on the floor for Siloobhai and tea was brought in a brass plate.
The villagers lost their interest in Siloobhai. They remarked:
“Our dogs also drink in the same way.”
The local dogs got excited once again. Taking advantage of the watchmen who were busy watching Siloobhai
drinking tea they even ventured to move closer. But the Jagirdar said:
“Sit there and finish your tea first. Then you can do whatever you like.”
The villagers were again curious. Hoping to see the fight between the village dogs and Siloobhai, they did not
even bother to drive away the dogs standing quite close. Finally Bapu came out with his dog in the open ground
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and in a few minutes people flocked near him from all corners of the village and the chain around its neck was
flashing like silver in the sun.
Bapu howled at the villagers waylaying the dogs:
“You idiots, don’t stand in the way. Siloo, go on!”
The dog growled and rushed towards the striped dog, but the striped dog retreated a few steps.
“Why do you run away? Come forward.”
Just at that moment the Jagirdar noticed the striped dog coming near and turned Siloo in that direction, but the
striped dog was clever enough not to proceed at an inopportune moment. Siloo began to growl, but the striped dog
was not frightened. Suddenly somebody screamed:
“Bapu, take care!”
But by that time the black dog had already bitten Bapu’s foot and run away. During the commotion that
followed, Siloo also broke loose from Bapu’s hand. Everybody was agitated. Some were busy examining Bapu’s
foot, while a few others ran to rescue Siloo which was attacked by the village dogs on all sides. They could hear
its piteous cries, but they could not locate it anywhere. They showered stones on the dogs and beat them with
sticks; a few dogs got seriously wounded and some ran as fast as they could, but nowhere could they discover
Siloo. Bapu howled:
“Bring my gun, you fools!”
People were alarmed. Someone brought a gun.
“Fool, not this one, bring the other gun.”
But before the gun was brought in the villagers had hacked a few dogs dead on the ground.
Bapu stared hopelessly at the scene. Siloo lay convulsing with pain in a pool of blood, and all other dogs had
run away. Its blue eyes were more frightful even than Bapu’s gun. And more frightening were the dreadful silence
and the painful cries of the dying dogs. People could not stand such a hideous scene, and many began to go home.
Even the persons standing close to Bapu would have vanished from the scene. But they were so scared that they
could hardly move.
Bapu shouted once again:
“Idiots, what are you staring at? Go and bring all dogs near that lane, and none of you should come there, and
if you turn up in spite of my warning, I won’t be responsible if somebody is killed.”
Everybody thought it safe to leave, and in few minutes the place was desolate except for the Jagirdar.
Most of the people kept to their homes, and even those who could not escape from the hands of the Jagirdar’s
servants and policemen tried their best to rescue the dogs under some pretext rather than hand them over to the
policemen. In fact, even the Jagirdar’s men themselves were reluctant to do the job. But they knew there was no
other way to pacify the Jagirdar. They tried to persuade the village people:
“Just get hold of a few dogs. That will save the village from trouble.”
They encircled about ten dogs, but only half of them could be brought to the lane where Bapu was waiting to
kill them with his gun. He killed those five dogs in just a few moments and shouted:
“Where are other dogs?”
Nobody dared to reply. Janu Miyan mustered up all his courage and said:
“We can’t find any more. They must have left the village.”
“Nonsense! These rascals must have hid them in their houses. Go and search them out and if you find any,
bring the master of the house together with the dog.”
The servants went out once again on the errand. But the Jagirdar got up and said:
“Leave it, Janu. You people are good for nothing. Rather go and cover Siloo with a piece of cloth and put it in
the car.”
Janu Miyan could not get hold of anyone to get a piece of cloth except that young man whose pachhedi was
supposed to be too dirty to clean the living Siloo an hour ago!
The young man thought:
“My God! What wrong have I done that you strip me even of this pachhedi?” Even when the car whisked out
of the village, he was asking the same question. Everybody in the village knew that each of them will have to
contribute his share to pay the price of the dog to the Jagirdar, but at the moment they felt relieved of the tension.
In fact only when the Jagirdar left, their pale faces brightened up once more and their hearts started beating in a
normal way! After half an hour the Jagirdar’s entourage also left the village.
The street was desolate and the mangled bodies of the dead dogs gave it a gruesome appearance. Everywhere
was silence except for the whirr of wings of crows and moan of dying dogs, and they seemed only to deepen it.
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The silence that prevailed in the village was a strange, awful and oppressive—it was the very silence of death
which destroys everything at its touch.
The village Bhangi had arrived by then and he was strolling about like a ghost in the graveyard, waiting for the
dogs to die as he smoked his pipe rather nonchalantly.
274.50 Excerpt from The Doomed Damsel\fn{by Shri Bimal Mitra (1912-1991)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West
Bengal State, India (M) 9
I did not tell you the story of my neighbour S. N. Roy.
Satyananda Roy? He was head clerk of the firm of Jardine Henderson. He drew a salary of Rs. 750 per month
and had the facility of a car which took him from his home to the office.
After an unbroken tenure of eighteen years service, S. N. Roy all on a sudden one day submitted his
resignation. He thought he had wasted his time far too long there, for a mere Rs 750 per month! Instead, had he
gone into business he would have by that time made much more money. So, leaving his service and taking his
provident fund money S. N. Roy entered the stock exchange, gambled there and lost all his money in the course of
three years. He then returned to his very old office and took service there again on a paltry pittance of Rs. 60 per
month.
I had seen all that.
I did not also relate to you the story of my aunt, the fourth sister of my mother. My uncle had built a house of
his own before he died After becoming a widow, my aunt sold off that house of Rs 25,000 for Rs 40,000 and
thought she made a good gain out of the deal. But in course of five years, she frittered away the money and came
back to the very house which had been once her own, as a tenant of only two rooms on a monthly rent of Rs 60
and spent the rest of her life there.
That too I had seen.
And was it only S. N. Roy and my aunt alone? I had seen it to occur in the lives of too many people in different
walks of life. It happens that way, and does good to a man so long as the planet Mars is seated in the zodiac house
of Capricorn. But as soon as there is a transit of it, evil comes to affect him from all sides, and no one knows why!
Again, when there is a retrogression of it, what a topsy-turvey of good and evil it will cause, I am unable to tell
you. For, I am not concerned with the dalliances of stars, signs and planets. What I know about is only the story of
Saraswatia. I can tell you only her story. For, I believe, that if I tell you the story of Saraswatia, I tell you the story
of all people on earth.
*
Really, whenever caught in the quicksands of life, and trying to come out of it, Saraswatia has always come to
my mind. Again, whenever trying to flee from it, and getting stuck in the quicksands of my own making, I have
remembered Saraswatia! Saraswatia came to my mind when I saw my neighbor S. N. Roy in his plight. Again, I
remembered Saraswatia when I found my aunt in her plight. Yes, even today, at sometime or other it seems to me
that perhaps all of us are Saraswatia, the wife of Chhedi Patel of Kadamkua. Chhedi Patel used to ask me:
“Saheb, you tell me, isn’t Saraswatia my wife?”
“Yes, Saraswatia is your wife indeed,” I would say.
“Tell me, didn’t I give five cores of rupees to Saraswatia’s father?”
“Why should you tell me a lie, Chhedi?”
“Tell me then, why Saraswatia will not lie with me in the same bed, sir?”
After this I had nothing more to say. When Saraswatia remained alone, she would ask me:
“Tell me Saheb, on whose side you are, mine or my husband’s?”
“On your side Saraswatia,” I would say. Hearing me to say thus, Saraswatia would roll in laughter.
“My husband addresses you as Saheb, would you mind it if I also do it?” Saraswatia would ask me.
“But I am a Bengali,” I would say.
“Why don’t you then wear dhoti like my husband?”
“Can one hunt with a dhoti on? I have to run after tigers and bears in the forests and jungles, and it ill suits one
to do that with a dhoti on.”
“There are many deer in our gram field. Should I show you that, Saheb?”
“No. You needn’t take the trouble. I have Ramsahai with me.”
Really, I had no want of men. At Kadamkua, Ramsahai, was my principal guide in hunting. It was indeed
Ramsahai who had informed me that there will be no dearth of deer and blackbucks if I go to Kadamkua. Indeed,
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had he not given me this information, I wouldn’t have come to Kadamkua at all. And if I had not come to
Kadamkua I would not have also met Chhedi Patel’s wife Murli and also his second wife Saraswatia. Handing
over the cup of tea to me, Saraswatia asked me:
“Saheb, why were you then laughing so much?”
“Seeing you!”
She got a fright and stepping aside a little, looked at herself carefully. What that girl of seventeen or eighteen
was looking for only heaven knows. Perhaps, she was trying to find what in her had prompted me to laugh.
Failing to discover it, she looked at me in a frightened manner.
Generally speaking, Saraswatia was not a girl to be afraid of anything. Indeed, she was possessed of so much
boldness that even at midnight she would walk all alone the seven miles from Kadamkua to her father’s place at
Rajnandgaon.
“But what if anybody catches hold of you?” I would ask.
“What would they get by accosting me? What have I? I have no ornaments.”
I was hard put to it to make her understand that she has much for which she could be accosted.
*
On that very first day’s acquaintance, Saraswatia by her conversations made me familiar with all her people. I
had never before come to Kadamkua. Indeed, I had not even heard the name of Kadamkua in my life. Neither did
I know that there were deer at Kadamkua. I knew Chhedi Patel when he was posted at Bilaspur.
But if I had not come to Kadamkua I would not have met Saraswatia! And if I had not come to Kadamkua
much of the experience of my life would have remained blank.
I have seen girls of many strata of society, high, low and middle. They laugh, they play, they break the family.
They behave like the other girls we see on the screen or read about in novels.
But Saraswatia was quite different. And if she was not different, would I have had the pleasure of writing her
story?
*
It was the old man De Costa who first mentioned to me the name of Kadamkua.
I was then posted at Bilaspur, with the duty of detecting bribery in the railway service. Day and night I
wandered, about in search of bribe-takers. I had plenty of time at my disposal. So to while away my time I bought
a gun.
There were many forests and jungles in the neighborhood. One could have had sambars,\fn{Large deer native to
India:H} leopards and blackbucks if he would go to Amarkantak at Pendra Road. One could have had deer if he
had gone to Tilda. All that I knew.
At one time De Costa had had the habit of hunting. Now he has grown old. Now he has built a house of his
own and settled down at Bilaspur. Now his eyesight, too, has become weak, so he can only teach me about
hunting. Now he satisfies his craze for hunting by hearing from me stories of my hunting when I return from it. It
was De Costa who first told me,
“Go to Tilda, man—go there, brother, if you want to hunt deer—there are lots there.”
And after him it was Ramsahai. Ramsahai is my orderly’s brother. His home is at Tilda. Once he told me,
“Sir, you needn’t worry about it, you will have no trouble, you would stay in my house and hunt as you like.”
That was indeed what was settled in advance. I would go by the 14 Up which reaches Tilda at about dusk.
Ramsahai’s house was about two miles from the station. After taking our meals at about nightfall, we would go
out to the jungles to hunt. Thereafter we would do as it avails us.
But everything became upset as we got down from the train.
It was about dusk. After getting down from the train, one was to go westward to the level-crossing gate.
I saw Chhedi Patel standing there with the green flag in his hand. I mean Chhedi Patel of our Bilaspur.
“Chhedi Patel, you are here?” asked I. He had previously been posted at the level-crossing gate of Bilaspur,
where there was a heavy traffic of trains. Incessantly he would guard the gate of the level-crossing of
Chuchuapara, with the red and green flags in his hand. And behind it was his small cottage. Many a day he had
implored me to speak to Peletier Saheb for his transfer to Tilda.
“That would be of much benefit to me,” he would say.
“What benefit?” I would ask him.
“Sir, at Kadamkua of Tilda is my home. If I am transferred there, I can look after my fields and farms. I can
have my meals free of cost at my home and also attend to my railway duty. Then pointing out to me his tiny
cottage, he would say:

472

“I have to live there with the womenfolk. I am not at ease within the space of it.”
Chhedi Patel was a good sort of man. For twenty-five years he had been in the service of the railway, and had
never been absent for a day. The old man had spent many years at the level-crossing through storms, rain and
summer heat. Many a day and night I had come to and gone out from there by Bombay Mail, by Nagpur
Passenger, or by goods train, whatever the train was, whether it was Up or Down, leaning my head through the
window I had found Chhedi Patel standing there unruffled with the green flag in hand, after closing the gate.
Everybody knew that when Chhedi Patel was there no accident would happen. It may be raining cats and dogs,
or it may be too late in the night; even when coming by goods train, leaning over by holding the railings, I always
found Chhedi Patel waving slowly his green lamp towards the guard. De Costa would say:
“Hey Chhedi Patel. Okay.”
De Costa knew English and Hindi and also the language of the Chhatisgarhi people. As the guard’s car passed
by him, Chhedi would salute by raising his hand. De Costa and I would return the compliment. Chhedi Patel was
the oldest man in service at Bilaspur.
“How many years of service have you put in Chhedi?” I would ask.
“A score and one years, Saheb.”
“How many years of service are you yet to put in?”
“How do I know that, Saheb?”
“Haven’t you any account of it?” Chhedi Patel would answer:
“We are all Chhatisgarhi people. We are all illiterates. There is, of course, an account of it in the company’s
books.”
“But the company is no more there. The government has now taken it over. Do you know that?”
“Whether the government has taken it over or not, we don’t know that. We still call it the company’s railway.”
“Do you know that it has now become South Eastern Railway?”
“We don’t know all that, Saheb. We still call it the B.N.R.”\fn{The Bengal Nagpur Railway:H}
Chhedi Patel was a man of that sort. I didn’t know where his home was. Neither did I know who had inducted
him into the service or how many years of service he had put in or how many years he would still be in service. I
only knew the man.
He wore a blue coat, the uniform of the railway. With that coat on, he would do his duty. Again, with the same
coat on, he would go to the marketplace at Sanichar. If, by chance, I met him there at the marketplace, I used to
ask:
“How is it? You are here! Why have you come to the marketplace?” Chhedi would answer:
“I have come to buy fish, sir.”
“Well, well,” I would say.
Taking leave for a month once I came to Calcutta. When the leave was over, I was going again to Bilaspur to
join duty. I found Chhedi Patel standing as usual at the gate with the green flag in his hand. Seeing me, he
instantly saluted me from the gate. When I met him on the road, he said:
“So you have come back, sir. Are the children well? Is their mother also well?”
He would ask me such questions number without times. He would always ask me about the well-being of my
family, about their health and all that. Yet, I never gave him any indulgence on that account in any way. I never
asked him about his family. Yet it seems that he had never taken any leave of absence from his duty.
Only once he had requested me to speak to Peletier Saheb for his transfer. By Peletier he meant the P.W.I., i.e.
Permanent Way Inspector. His duty was to go by a trolley to inspect the line. At that time, Mr. Murti was the
P.W.I., Venkataraman Murti.
I was very friendly with him. On many an occasion we had gone together in a trolley to hunt deer in the
jungles of Amarakantak. Only by a mere stroke of pen, Chhedi Patel’s aspirations could have been fulfilled. The
gateman of Tilda would have come to Bilaspur, and Chhedi from Bilaspur would have gone to Tilda. This was not
a difficult task for Murti.
But this didn’t happen, because I did not speak to Murti.
Do we always think of other people’s interest? Do we endeavor to do good to others? We have not time to keep
in mind the interest of such an insignificant fellow as Chhedi Patel, the gatekeeper of Bilaspur. We have not
enough time for that.
So by seeing Chhedi Patel at the level-crossing gate of Tilda I was surprised. Chhedi Patel too was astonished
to find me there at Tilda.
“Saheb, you are here?” he asked me.
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Chhedi Patel knew that it was my duty to catch hold of those who took bribes. Whether I caught anyone or not,
he knew, however, that on that account, I wandered about the whole of C.P.
“Have you come here on company’s duty, sir?” asked he.
This made me smile. Company meant the government. I had been in government service for a long time. I
have thus eaten much of government’s salt, though now I do not. But I have realized thoroughly how loyal to the
government are those in the upper echelons of government service. I have also seen how patriotic are those who
now and then speak of “national service.”
But these are irrelevant here.
“Let over the question of my errand here. You tell me, Chhedi Patel, when did you come here?” said I.
“Sir, Budhua of this place went to Bilaspur and I came here from Bilaspur.”
“But how did you manage it?” He became a little frightened, and asked me to assure him that I would not
reveal it to anybody.
“I would not disclose it to anybody. You tell me.”
“I had made many applications, but nothing was of any avail. At last, I gave some ‘tiffin money’ to the clerk.”
“Tiffin money!”
“Yes, sir. Tiffin money. I gave a month’s salary as ‘tiffin money’ to the clerk of Peletier Saheb, and instantly an
order was issued for my transfer to Tilda.”
Indeed, no one knew better than me how difficult problems are easily solved in government offices. Yet, now,
one more instance of bribery came to my knowledge. Chhedi Patel continued to say,
“The clerk took money from me, but he did work for me. Only heaven knows in what number of places I paid
money, but nothing was of any avail.”
The 14 Up now sped along towards Nagpur. The crickets on both sides of the level-crossing were chirping. A
pair of steel lines lay clung to the soil from one end of the earth to the other. Two lamps—one red and another
white—began to gleam faintly over the outer signal.
Later I had come many a time to this very Tilda station. Sometimes I had spent two to three nights there. But
the incidents of the day when I first met Chhedi Patel remained ingrained in my mind forever. I could not forget
the chirping of the crickets, that faint light of the signal, a pair of rail lines clinging to the earth, and that dim
darkness of the dusk in which everything seemed to be vacuous without any end or beginning. Saraswatia used to
tell me:
“Saheb, there is a ghost there.”
“Where?”
“Where my husband works.”
I heard it also from Chhedi Patel that one day a passenger was run over by a train near the level-crossing. A
stranger, a gentleman of unknown whereabouts had jumped before the train there. After running over him the 14
Up stopped a little distance off.
“Didn’t that incident give you the creeps?” I asked Saraswatia.
“Where was I then, Saheb? I was then at my father’s place at Rajnandgaon.”
“But don’t you now fear it?”
“What harm the ghost would do me? What have I that it will take away?” Saraswatia would say.
Really, what had she that the ghost could take away from her? No one of any village or marketplace in the
neighborhood could do any harm to Saraswatia. I still remember the happenings of that first night at Kadamkua.
The place was unfamiliar. I was lying in a new room and on a new cot. From time to time, cries of wild
animals would come floating through the air from afar. I could not sleep well, which was natural. And I had not
gone there to sleep either. Lying on my cot I was thinking of Saraswatia, of Chhedi Patel also.
Who knew that Chhedi Patel—that old man Chhedi Patel of Bilaspur—had such a beautiful wife. The man
who owned such farmhouses and fields full of grams and pigeon peas, can he live in that dirt-ridden hovel of
Bilaspur. That he had lived there so long was indeed a wonder of wonders. One who had so much wealth and such
a beautiful wife, why should he rot in the dust and dirt of Bilaspur?
All on a sudden there came a piteous cry from somewhere.
“I am being killed, I am being killed, I am killed!” went the cry.
It seemed the soul of that man run over by the train near the level-crossing had come alive and was wailing
inside Chhedi Patel’s house. But it was the voice of a woman, rendering the atmosphere of the place plaintive. It
broke my sleep. I tried to get up and sit on my bed.
But suddenly I heard the voice of Chhedi Patel. He was abusing someone.
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“Scoundrel, a slattern, the daughter of a pig, ye yell,” he was abusingly threatening someone.
My gun was on the bed by my side. Holding it in my hand I opened the door, and what I saw in front of me
was—
But let that story remain untold here.
Let me first tell you the story of Chhedi Patel.
Ramsahai was standing beside me with my bedding on his shoulders. It was also getting late for him, and night
was fast approaching. He was my orderly’s brother. He would make arrangements for cooking after reaching his
home.
The Saheb had come to stay at his house, so he would prepare fowl. He would also make parathas for the
Saheb. It was his desire of many years that I should come to his house at Tilda.
“Yes, come on, sir,” said he. “It is getting late and night is falling.”
“No. The Saheb will stay today at my house. I will host the Saheb today,” interrupted Chhedi Patel.
“I will go to your house another day, Ramsahai. Chhedi is a man of our Bilaspur. I have met him today after an
age,” I said to Ramsahai.
“Yes Saheb. We meet after an age,” Chhedi said.
Saying this, he rolled up his flag and flung the doors of the gate apart. One or two bullock carts which were
waiting for the opening of the gate, crossed the rail lines and went to the other side. Chhedi Patel said:
“Saheb, my house is not far off. My duty is now over, so you can now come with me.” I told Ramsahai to go,
and come early in the morning next day.
Chhedi Patel took over the beddings from Ramsahai’s shoulders and put them on his own. Both of us began
wending our way through a narrow path between the croplands. There were farmlands on both sides.
“Look here, Saheb. This year, I have sown gram on this side and pigeon peas on the other,” Chhedi said.
I thought, as compared to the dungeon of Bilaspur, all this was marvelous at Tilda. I looked at the fields and
saw a greenish glow glistening in the darkness of the night. The plants were swaying in the darkness.
“Take care, Saheb, there is water on this side. Your shoes may be soiled,” Chhedi Patel cautioned me. After a
while he said:
“This is my village, Saheb. I have forty bighas of croplands here.”
“Forty bighas!” I was surprised. I wondered how Chhedi Patel had acquired so much land\fn{ 1 bigha = any of
various Indian units of land area varying between 1⁄3 acre and 1 acre:W} by serving the railway as a gatekeeper. Chhedi Patel
told me that he had acquired the lands out of the money he got from the railway company.
“The railway is my father-mother, sir.”
I looked at Chhedi Patel. He seemed to me to be a great man or a saint.
“That you can say, sir. I didn’t eat fish. I didn’t buy cloth. I wore the coat of the railway. My wife was also not
a spendthrift. So I could save money,” Chhedi Patel said.
“You are really a lucky man, Chhedi.”
“Look there, Saheb. The water that glistens there is my tank. Digging that up, I have built a house of my own. I
sell paddy, gram and pigeon peas, and put to work the money I get, in lending to others with interest. Besides, I
serve the railway as a gateman,” said he.
“Bah! You are living here like a prince. What’s the need of your doing the railway service? You are
unnecessarily impairing your health by doing night duty. You should now quit the service and retire. Well, how
many children have you?”
Chhedi Patel gave me no answer.
All on a sudden, I heard the roaring noise of a great row. Some people were quarrelling and abusing each other.
Chhedi Patel pricked up his ears and started listening also. As we approached the noise, it became louder. Pausing
Chhedi Patel asked:
“Saheb, are you listening to that?”
“Yes I hear. But who are they?”
“Who else, but my two wives.”
I was startled.
“Your wives? But with whom are they quarrelling?” I enquired.
Chhedi Patel gave no answer.
By that time we had reached the house. Chhedi Patel went forward and shouted:
“Murli!”
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It had a magic effect. Like magic, all the noise instantly subsided. There was not the faintest sound to be heard.
Chhedi was swelling with rage like a snake. An old man as he was, I had always known him as a man of gentle
nature. I had never seen him in anger. His only duty was to allow a train to pass without any hitch. I had not
known any accident to occur during the period of his service. For the first time now, I saw how this man appeared
when angry.
With a mild sound the inside latch of the door was unbolted.
“Do please come in now, Saheb,” Chhedi Patel asked me to enter the house.
A dark-skinned woman stood aside with her veil on. By that time I had reached the courtyard of the house.
Addressing the woman, Chhedi Patel said:
“The Saheb has come. He will stay in the new room. Tell Saraswatia to make the room tidy and prepare the
bed for the Saheb.” Then turning towards me, he said:
“You have witnessed everything. You have heard it with your ears also. So long as I am not at home the two
quarrel and abuse each other.” Then as he was arranging the things, he murmured:
“Why should it be so? Can’t you remain in peace for a moment? You raised such a noise, as if the dacoits have
raided the house.”
Chhedi Patel thus started reprimanding them, yet, from the other side there came not the least sound. It seemed
as if there were no inmates in the house. An atmosphere of utter silence prevailed.
“Why are you standing there mute? Bring water for the Saheb. He will wash his hands, feet and face.” Chhedi
thus broke the silence of the house.
It seemed as if, I myself was at fault in coming to this household. It would have been better if I had not come.
Chhedi Patel was still then growling.
“I have not one, but two wives at home, but none of them have the least pity and sympathy for me. It seems as
if the two have come to my house only to quarrel and abuse each other. I shall drive them all away.”
“Chhedi Patel, it is better I should go to Ramsahai’s house,” said I.
“Why, Saheb? I am not alone here. I have two wives to help me. Why should you go to Ramsahai’s house? Do
I not feed them? Is all that for nothing?” Still there was no sign of any sound from the other side.
“Murli,” called out Chhedi Patel.
The dark-skinned woman, fully veiled, came forward. Chhedi Patel commanded her:
“Prepare the bed for the Saheb in the new room. The Saheb will sleep there. Rig up the new mosquito-net of
mine. Provide him with a new bedsheet and pillows.
“I have everything, Saheb. I am the patel of Kadamkua, and no lack of care would be taken of the Saheb in my
house.”
“What’s the need of all that, Chhedi. Your wives were having a rest. By coming here, I have unnecessarily
created trouble for them,” said I.
“Why do you say ‘trouble,’ sir. Then for what ends have I married them?” I smiled.
“Then have you married them only to make them work?”
“Why should they not work? Would they only sit idle and take food at my cost? Didn’t I pay for marrying
them?” Chhedi Patel said.
Really this was an irrefutable argument. He bought the wives with money. Why should he not cause them to
work? If they don’t work, how would then the bride-price be realized? By that time a bucket of water was
brought.
“Saheb, you now wash your hands, feet and face. Then take some rest and relax. I am going to the shop,” said
Chhedi.
“Why to the shop?” I asked.
“Bah. You have come to my house. Can I offer you worthless food to take?”
Chhedi Patel went out.
No sooner did he go out whispers were heard from inside the house.
*
I went to the bucket of water and after taking off my shoes and socks, washed my hands, feet and face. I felt
some comfort.
A small stool was placed nearby. Sitting on it I wiped myself. Chhedi Patel’s house was a nice one. There were
series of rooms on all sides, each swabbed with a solution of cow dung. A parrot was hanging in a cage. There
were many pumpkins on a scaffold in the courtyard. From the kitchen, one of Chhedi’s wives was looking at me.
As soon as her eyes met mine, I turned my eyes away.
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Really, Chhedi Patel was happy. Did I for a moment think at Bilaspur that Chhedi Patel was the master of a
family like this? There were neat and clean rooms on all sides. There were also a parrot and pumpkins on a
scaffold. In addition, he had a job in government service. There, too, he had not much responsibility. His only
duty was to keep the gate closed when the train would pass by and remain standing there with the swaying flag in
his hand. Thereafter, when he was free, he would sleep in his goomtoi room. If a bullock cart-man felt tired, he
would stop there and, keeping the cart under the shade of a tree, he would come in and gossip with Chhedi.
This I have seen at many places.
It is not merely at Tilda or Bilaspur. But also at Hathbandh, Naila, Bhatpara, Barduar. At all such places and
many others I had to spend my nights in the neighborhood of a station. In this way, on duty I had to tour all
through C.P.
In the scorching heat of the sun at noon, the cool air from the gram field would come to mollify the hot air of
the platform in the station. The platform was a small one. When the train came in, there would be some hubbub
for a moment, but thereafter, again there would be perfect silence.
From the goods section of the station, large tins of groundnut oil were being taken out, to be loaded on bullock
carts. There was dust all around. The goods clerk was filling his pocket with four annas, per indent, realized from
the indentors, and was smoking merrily. At one side, bargains were being made of thalans, and at another side,
hamals or brokers were lifting up the goods on the carts. Sometimes, it was a basket of guavas, or a hamper of
oranges, and sometimes it was a sack containing two maunds of pigeon peas.
Thereafter, all day long only loneliness prevailed. The station-master was engaged in sending telegraphic
messages. On the other hand, the Control was calling. The time was up for the 13 Down to come. A message was
sent to the cabin to apprise the gateman of it.
The bell rang. Chhedi Patel would promptly close the gate. A rushing truck would come to a dead stop. The
driver of the truck would implore Chhedi Patel to open the gate, and from inside his goomti room Chhedi would
say,
“There is no order. The 13 Down is coming.”
“There is yet now half-an-hour’s time for the 13 Down to come. You open the gate,” the truck driver would say
in retort. Chhedi Patel would say,
“What am I to do, brother? I am a mere servant of the company. There is no order, the line clear signal has
been given.”
The “line clear” signal has been given, and it is not within the power of even Chhedi’s father to open the gate.
The judge may move, but his orders never change. So the truck-man would wait till the train passed and a
message came from the Cabin that the train had passed. Chhedi Patel would then open the gate. The carts and
trucks would then swiftly cross the lines and go to the other side.
I have not seen such things at Tilda. But I have seen it at other places like Bhatpara, at Naila, Hathbandh,
Barduar and at all other places. The sight never caused me any envy. Rather I have felt pity for the great
responsibility of the small serviceman. While traveling by train whenever I have seen a gateman standing with the
green flag in his hand, I have slighted him always.
But today there was the dawn of an envy in my mind.
I realized that these people also have their family life. These people too have their weal, and woe. In the houses
of these people too there are scaffoldings for pumpkins, from the lath of the roof of their houses hangs the parrot,
they too have cows in their cow sheds, they too live with zest for living as eagerly as we do, or it may be in a
better way than us.
Perhaps they know lies as lies. Or it may be they believe in honesty as unalloyed honesty. Perhaps at one time,
we too, were as simple as these people, and as honest as them. We then knew how to make strangers our friends.
Thereafter we learnt to read and write, learnt to put on laundered clothes and became civilized. We call cinemas
and theatres as “culture.” We cheat others, and come to be ourselves cheated too. Some of us have become deputy
magistrates, some ministers. Now we do not call the good as good or bad as bad. We call it “good” or “bad” only
when it serves our purpose.
“Saheb.”
Chhedi Patel had gone out long ago. I had remained absorbed in my own thoughts. So I was startled when I
heard someone call me as “Saheb”.
I found that the two wives of Chhedi Patel were moving around. Very friendly the two were now. No one could
imagine that they were quarrelling with each other when we entered the house. Murli said,
“Saheb, your room has already been cleaned! Now you get up.”
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I found that a room close by had been cleaned and made tidy. A cot had also been placed in the room.
“Saraswatia, you make tea for the Saheb,” said Murli.
Inside the room, the other wife of Chhedi Patel was still then putting my bed in order. As I entered the room,
she rushed out of it.
Within that short time the room had been made spotless. I found some books stacked on the shelf of the wall.
Thin books they were all. Does Chhedi Patel then read books also? I found that they were all books full of
pictures of cinema artistes. There were many of them inside the room.
Has the cinema then come to Kadamkua as well! Here I have come to hunt, and I discover that the articles of
the towns have entered the house of this Chhatishgarhi family.
There was a peal of laughter from outside. Through the open door I could see that the two wives of Chhedi
Patel were sitting in front of the kitchen and were laughing.
“Go and hand over the tea to the Saheb,” Murli was saying to Saraswatia.
“I won’t go. You go.”
“Why should I go? I’m dark-skinned and ugly. I am an old crone too.”
“Am I a lassie?” Saraswatia replied. Saying thus she rolled in laughter.
“So say, whether you will go or not,” Murli asked. “If I don’t, what’s that to you?”
“You say, what’s that to me? All right, let the hubby come, I shall ask him to give you a good beating.”
“Well, I would get the beating. Do you know how sweet it is to get the beating from the hand of the old man?”
“So you won’t go. All right, I am going,” said Murli.
“I find you too dogged. Well, I’m going.”
Saying this, Saraswatia crossed the courtyard and approached my room with the cup of tea in her hand. It
prompted me to laugh. These two are living in good humor. Now they quarrel, and next moment they are friendly.
Who would say that they had been quarrelling for so long!
Winding up her sari round her body tightly, she came with the cup of tea in one hand and a pot of something
else in the other. Feigning I had seen nothing, I sat in my room with my eyes turned towards another direction.
“Saheb, take your tea,” Saraswatia said. Pretending that I had not seen anything, I extended my hand forward
to take the cup of tea from her hand.
In one enamel pot there was tea, and in another there were some cakes, probably made of powdered rice.
Saraswatia should have gone after handing over the cup of tea to me, but she didn’t go. I raised my face and asked
her:
“Do you wish to tell me anything?” Saraswatia hesitated for a moment. Then turning towards me, she asked
“Why were you laughing then?” I was startled to hear it.
“But I didn’t laugh. When?”
“It’s no use telling me that you didn’t laugh. I myself saw you laughing when I was talking with my elder
sister-in-law in the kitchen. Who was laughing then? Was it I?” To divert the talk, I asked,
“What are these? I can't eat them.”
“No, you have to take them. These are cakes made of rice-powder. I myself have prepared them.”
“Whether you have made them or Murli has, it’s of no consequence to me. I cannot eat them.”
“Am I to presume that you will eat them if Murli asks you?”
“Is Murli different from you?”
“Why aren’t you then eating them?”
So at last I had to eat them. Somewhat sweetish they were in taste. I handed over the empty pot to her.
“Now are you satisfied?” I asked her. But it didn’t satisfy Saraswatia.
“Now tell me why were you laughing then?” she repeated.
“I was laughing in seeing the conduct of you two,” said I.
“Do please tell my hubby that Murli always quarrels with me,” said she.
“But why does Murli quarrel with you?”
“Because I am beautiful.”
“Are you beautiful?” asked I.
Just then, the voice of Chhedi Patel was heard. Saraswatia immediately ran away from the room. Chhedi Patel
came back from the shop with his shoulders laden with potato, onions and many other things. Entering the house,
he asked Murli whether she had given me tea or not.
*
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I remember it quite distinctly that on that very first day, Saraswatia appeared to me to be a girl of queer
character. I had not seen such a girl before. Especially I did not expect that I would meet such a girl in the house
of Chhedi Patel. While we sat at supper Chhedi Patel went on gossiping.
“How is Peletier Saheb?” he asked.
“Should I tell him of you, when I return?” Then after taking a pause, I asked:
“Have you a mind to be transferred, Chhedi?”
“No, Saheb, I don’t wish to be transferred any more. I am quite in comfort and well here. This year I sowed
maize in my field. Selling it I can earn forty rupees. Here I can have my meals free at home and also carry on my
government duty. Now I wouldn’t like to go back to Bilaspur any more.”
“How pressing is your duty here?” I asked.
“Here my duty is very light, Saheb. At Bilaspur I had a great deal of responsibility. I had to guard the gate all
the day round. Here I can look after my farms and also do my railway duty. There is also a reduced rush of carts
and cars here. There are no Saheb log here. All are rustic folk. They obey me, if I scold them.”
“Is it for that reason that you have married a second wife now?”
Chhedi Patel chuckled over it in laughter.
“Now I have money, Saheb. Why should I not have some enjoyment now?” Chhedi Patel continued.
“Our Peletier Saheb retired and got forty thousand rupees of provident fund money. But again he came here in
search of a job!”
“Which Peletier Saheb, you mean?” asked I.
“The Peletier Saheb of Tilda, Saheb. I’m better off than him. I have everything here. I’m leaving everything
well arranged.”
The meal was prepared. There was for me soup of gram, bread of coarse flour, potato and onion curry and also
a soup of hen’s eggs. The diet was thus a heavy one. Resenting it I said:
“No, no, Chhedi Patel. I took too many cakes with tea.” Chhedi Patel again went on talking,
“Saheb, when the deer come, they eat off all the gram of my field. You please kill them all. I remain off from
home at my duty. Though I’ve two women at my home, they are of no avail, because the deer do not fear the
womenfolk.”
The night had advanced far. At the insistence at one time of Murli and another time of Saraswatia, I ate too
much bread. Ramsahai came to see me in the night. He brought his stick and a hurricane lantern.
“Sir, will you go tonight?” inquired he.
“Spare me the night, Ramsahai. Tomorrow I will leave in the daytime, about evening.”
There is perhaps a deception in the life of everyone. May be it is a deception on account of calculation or of
sentiment. As savings gather through the off-beats of that deception, they are spent also one day. One does not
know when he will become prosperous, neither does he know when he would become a pauper.
Chhedi Patel was an instance. When he came from Bilaspur to Tilda, he knew that his savings would multiply.
His luck would pierce the clouds. He would enjoy to the hilt his forty bighas of land and its produce, and his
provident fund money.
Did he then know that Saraswatia would unexpectedly thrust a blow into the innermost core of all his
prosperity?
But let me keep that aside. …
72.17 Excerpt from In Transit\fn{by Venu Chitale aka Weenoo aka Leelabi Ganesh Khare (1912-1993)} Shirole, nr.
Kolhapur, Kolhapur District, Mahrashtra State, India (F) 7
… The women of the family, the relations and the guests gathered in the big room where the naming ceremony
was taking place. Little girls roamed about, perfectly at home, but for the young boys there was no special place.
They stood against the wall, and too shy to attend the ceremony with the women, waited eagerly for the sweetmeats.
Lopamudra had settled down on the seat next to the cradle specially placed there for her. Awwa brought the
baby in, but being a widow, handed it to great-aunt Yamuna, who took it round for all the “in-laws” present to see
and brought it to its mother. It is the aunt’s privilege to hold the baby on this occasion. Everybody called for the
aunt, and little Mohana was brought in by Daji, with Bal Baban, the other twin, following. He took the twins,
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dressed in long trousers and tunic of silver-gray satin, and with embroidered maroon caps titled at an angle, to
Lopamudra.
And they, obviously impressed with the dignity of the occasion, sat down solemnly on the seats placed there
specially for them. Then to Mohana, the aunt, was given, instead of the baby, a coconut wrapped up in a cape, the
ceremonial coconut which always had to be held by someone at the naming ceremony.
Madhav and Bhayya, against the wall at the back of the room, stood on their toes and stretched their necks to
see everything that was going on. Mohana and Bal Baban, who were very hot, and getting more and more bored
in their place of honor near the baby, suddenly caught sight of the boys.
“Bhay, Bhay, Madha, Madha!” they called out excitedly. Now disregarding the dignity demanded of them for
the occasion, they crawled from their places and wriggled their way happily through the crowd of women and
children to the boys.
The afternoon wore on. The cradle was being rocked by the five women guests of honor, all mothers. Their
hands were held by those behind them, so that everybody touched the cradle, even though only through a chain of
hands. The village ballad-maker, who had traveled all the way from Chinchgao, sang a ballad composed
impromptu for the occasion. The bangle-woman had come and presented her gifts. And now lullaby was sung
after lullaby by sweet-voiced women from the different wadas.
The baby daughter of Lopamudra and Suresh of Indore was named Nalini, “Dark-Lotus,” and her mother’s
ears tingled with the praises that the village bard showered on her tiny daughter, but the lullaby Lopamudra would
remember best of all was the one composed in honor of Tilak, “the Approved of the People,” and written as
though sung to him by the land of India, Mother India. Lopamudra had collected many lullabies, from the one in
honor of Rama, the epic hero, to the one in honor of Shivaji, the Maratha king, but the one for Tilak stirred her
most. “Home Rule,” his watchword, was gradually becoming a household word even among women, and
Lopamudra found herself repeating the Tilak ballad as she rocked Nalini.
*
Deep down in her heart, Awwa had never got over the fact that Mai had not been given in marriage to the ruler
of a State.\fn{In the time of the British Raj, there were 565 Princely States in British India, semi-autonomous but all bound by treaty to
the British to support her in time of war. They ranged in size from 19 square miles (smaller than Bermeuda) and a population of 3,000 (the
Chiefship of Lawa, who did not receive a canon salute) to 82,323 square miles and a population of over 14,000,000 (the Princely State of
Hyderabad, whose ruler was provided with the unique title of His Exalted Highness and received the highest salute of 23 guns) }

† The 20th Maharajah of Bastar, Pravir Chandra Bhanj Deo (1929-1966) with his British guardians, 1937 †
The family were well off, it is true, but after all a Saraf was not a Raja. And so Awwa harbored an ambition. If
not Mai, at least one of Mai’s children must be married into a State, she said to herself. Dada was her first
disappointment: he had married a college girl from Bombay. But Awwa admitted to herself, she would not
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exchange Vahini for any other wife for Dada, because Vahini was a very queen in all she said and did. Lopamudra
was the second disappointment. Bapu and Mai themselves had been the guilty ones, urging Abba to accept the
offer from a fashionable modern Brahmin family of Indore! The women of that family actually wore blouses
which came down to the waist instead of the traditional bodice which covered the bust and the arms, and left the
body exposed and cool from beneath the bust to the waist.
Awwa counted on her fingers. Now there were left the boys, Daji and Bhaya, and of course the twins, Mohana
and Bal Baban. All of them were still to marry. Her thoughts, however, settled on Mohana; they flew ahead in
time and already she saw Mohana seated aloft in the howdah on the back of the processional elephant. Mohana as
the bride of a prince. And now Mohana was actually twenty-months old; she was getting on,
Mohana was born only twenty minutes before Bal Baban, and yet those twenty minutes made all the
difference, so said the village horoscope-reader. Once, during a visit to the wada in Poona, he complained bitterly
that city people cared little for foretellers of the future.
“Nobody these days cares about inauspicious or auspicious days for journeys or for commencing important
work,” he complained to Awwa with a long face. “The science of the stars is being lost to us.”
In Awwa, however, the horoscope-reader found a great sympathizer.
“Don’t worry,” she said to him in confidence, “even though Abba doesn’t talk much, he knows and he believes,
or else he would not have postponed his pilgrimage.”
The twins took up much of the time of the horoscope-reader, but much patience was required on Awwa’s part
to coax them in turn to sit quietly while she opened the little palms, and said to him:
“Now look, here’s the life line and here’s the money line; tell me is she destined to wear a crown?” The barely
visible lines on the palms of the babies did not worry Awwa.
Bal Baban’s palm indicated little about his future, but to Awwa’s delight Mohana had “Queen” writ large on
hers. Of course, only the village horoscope-reader could see that, but that was enough for Awwa. She was
determined to see at least Mai’s second daughter married to the ruler of a State, and she was determined to assist
the stars in bringing it about.
“She was born to rule,” the horoscope-reader intoned as he studied Mohana’s sticky little palm. “She was born
to ride and not to walk, to smile and not to weep,” he said with a dreamy look in his eyes. Awwa nodded in
confident agreement.
“She was born to ride and not to walk,” she murmured to herself. “And tell me more,” she spoke to the
horoscope-reader, “when will Dada’s wife have a baby?”
But the foreteller of the future saw no signs of a child to Vahini. Was she going to be barren, perhaps?
Awwa folded the memory of Mai into her heart. To serve Mai’s children with love and care was now the
nanny’s destiny. She was pleased to see that Vahini had found her feet as a worthy daughter-in-law of the gentle
and gracious mistress.
But oh, it was now two years since she was married to Dada. Two years! Lopamudra, married a year later than
she, already had a daughter four-months old. Great-aunt Yamuna had already made indirect inquiries whether
perhaps the daughters of the Joshi family were late in bearing children.. With the slightest indisposition that
Vahini had, Awwa would watch her and say to herself:
“Ha! It’s on its way now.”
In the servants’ quarters there was much gossiping.
“Two years married and nothing yet!”
There was constant visiting of the temples to pray for a child for the mistress.
“O Goddess Parvati, grant my mistress a son, and I’ll fill Thy lap with a coconut.”
“O Divine Flute-Player Krishna, fill the lap of my mistress with an infant, and I will cover Thy head with a
silken cape.”
“O Lord Vishnu, grant the house of my master an heir and I will adorn Thee with a garland of the sacred tulsi
leaves.”
Vahini herself was little ruffled, although her childless-ness was the focal point of discussion in the inner
apartments, and Awwa, whose main activity in life was to handle babies, devised ways and means of impressing
on Dada’s wife how dusty the maternity room was getting, how little Mohana and Bal Baban would love to have a
nephew to play with, and how delighted the old Saraf would be to see the face of a great-grandson.
The wada was concerned with its problems and its disappointments; but while Awwa was worried about the
birth of a child to Dada’s wife, the whole of India was experiencing the anguish of a new nation coming into
being. Peasants hailed Tilak as their king. New slogans such as Passive Resistance, Satyagraha; Hindu-Muslim
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Unity were being repeated by the enlightened as well as by those who understood little but had been emotionally
awakened by the new forces in the nation.
Dada, though much affected by these events, was determined to complete his studies. Little did he know what
a pandemonium of prayers was going up in his name for a son and heir for him and Vahini. When his wife told
him one day how disappointed everybody was with her for not giving the Sarafs an heir, he said wistfully:
“A day might come when we can’t support children.” He spoke quietly.
“Since Father’s death our income has gone down, and even the business is not bringing in what it used to.
Abba is too old to manage the jewel shop alone and great-uncle is making a mess of the business. He spends more
on running the business than the business yields, and then complains that he hasn’t enough staff. It is certain that I
shall have to start earning soon if we want to stay on in Poona.”
He sounded anxious, for the responsibilities of the large establishment were great.
“But how can we live anywhere else but in the wada?” Vahini asked earnestly.
“You have begun to love Poona,” he kissed her tenderly, and then:
“Yes, we must not be despondent,” he said with assurance.
It was only a few weeks after the twins third birthday. Bal Baban had already had his ceremonial hair cutting,
the very first time in his life that he had had his hair cut. An auspicious day was then decided upon for Mohana to
choose her first bangles. Vahini dressed Mohana in her first “little-girl’s” dress. It was a red silk skirt gathered into
a band at the waist and falling down to the ankles, and a short bodice of gold brocade. The skirt hung smooth and
heavy with the wide gold border woven into the hem. The design of the border depicted a hunting party with
horses and elephants, trees and lakes, birds and animals, while little mangoes embroidered in gold thread dotted
the body of the skirt.
The bangle-seller had already arrived and selected a place against a pillar in the verandah-hall where she
spread her wares. A servant fetched a seat for Mohana, and drew with her fingers a design in red and white
powdered chalk on the floor around it. The boys and several grown-ups were watching the fun, while Awwa, who
had Bal Baban with her, was examining the tiny bangles carefully. Vahini brought Mohana dressed in her
ceremonial splendor but at the high threshold the excited little girl was stumbling over the unaccustomed long
skirt. Vahini lifted her up and over the obstacles and placed her on the seat prepared for her and said:
“Sister-in-law, now you may choose the bangles you would like to wear.”
Little Mohana wriggled off her seat to get nearer to the enchanting display of twinkling colors and the tinkling
sound of glass as the bangle-woman undid the yarn on which her wares were strung and poured them out in front
of her tiny customer. Chubby little hands grasped everything they could reach.
“Which, Mohana-rani, which do you want?” coaxed the old bangle-seller.
“These,” piped Mohana, her hands full of bangles which she immediately dropped to take fresh handfuls to
shout again, “These … these … these.”
Completely engrossed, this lovely game would have occupied her for the rest of the day, but Vahini came
forward.
“Look, Baby, aren’t these pretty?”
She dangled a dark red pair with gold stars in front of her. Mohana looked up and Vahini was startled once
again as she always was to see how gray the child’s eyes were, eyes which were habitually half-closed and always
looked dark because of those long black lashes.
“Pretty,” the little girl repeated after her, “pretty.” She had at last made up her mind.
The bangle-woman took Mohana’s tiny hand in hers, and according to her usual habit, pressed it gently,
pretending to make it supple. She looked at Awwa as she started working the red glass bangles with the
circumference of a rupee on to the child’s wrist.
“Ah,” she said, her voice husky with feeling, “she is truly Mai’s daughter! Look at this soft little hand, it is her
mother’s hand.”
The bangle choosing over, Mohana was carried by Vahini first to the family temple to make her thanksgiving
and then to show her to all the wada in her newly acquired finery. It was her day, and holding up her hands for all
to see, she informed everybody “pretty, pretty,” while all applauded.
The excitement was over at last and Vahini handed Mohana to Awwa who took her to be dressed back in her
loose, short muslin dress. The little girl’s limbs free again, she ran away happily to play with Bal Baban. But
Awwa thinking of the little hands, made so much to today, kept on muttering:
“Yes, her mother’s hand, and a hand which has a crown on it. Ah, my little queen, Mohana,” she smiled to
herself.
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*
The horoscope-reader’s words had made such a strong impression on her, that it became a passion with the old
nanny to bring up Mohana as the future wife of a ruler of a State. She knew by heart the names of all the little
boys who were being brought up in the palaces of the Brahmin rulers, and she made a point of getting their ages
and dates of birth, through priests who visited such homes or had connections with the States. Awwa knew
practically all the rich houses of Poona, and the servants there kept her well informed about the family gossip of
their masters.
A non-Brahmin servant, belonging to the anti-Brahmin movement, jauntily told Awwa one day that there were
two very fine unmarried non-Brahmin princes, good enough to be the husbands of any two girls even if they were
Brahmins. Awwa took this as a gross insult to her whole caste.
“Impertinent untouchable!” she said, and a noisy quarrel between the Brahmin and non-Brahmin servants in
the wada was the result. The older non-Brahmin servants, afraid lest they should lose their bread, quietly
withdrew, but peace was not restored until a few black eyes had been exchanged among the younger boys.
“Never mind, the Brahmins will not dare to treat us like untouchables once we get our political rights,” the
non-Brahmin leaders talking to the masses had assured them. The movement of non-Brahmins against the
Brahmin claim of superiority of blood and brain, was gradually spreading, and gathering strength in cities like
Poona. Abba who had always thought of caste exclusiveness as unjust to the lower castes, nevertheless lacked the
courage to mix with them at meals, but Dada was prepared to associate himself actively with reformers who
wished to break the caste system. But in the wada the Jahagirdar became vocal and violent in his condemnation of
non-Brahmins.
“Our daughters to be married into the lower castes! We will rather drown than claim blood from inferiors,” he
would shout.
He knew however that he could not openly denounce his elder brother’s lenient attitude towards nonBrahmins, nor could he answer Dada’s arguments against the smugness of the Brahmin caste. And Daji never said
much. So it was Bhayya, whose enthusiasm about the national movement and the efforts of leaders towards
national unity made him argumentative, whom he picked upon to victimize. Young though Bhayya was, he picked
up bits of news and talked about the injustices of the foreign Government and the people who opposed the
national leaders, and this gave the Jahagirdar many opportunities to indulge in his favorite habit of screwing the
boy’s ears as he took him to task. Especially did Bhayya lay himself open to his great-uncle’s active displeasure
when he brought home with him a non-Brahmin period from school in the afternoons or on half holidays.
“What with servants becoming uppish and children mixing with non-Brahmins, the race of Brahmins will soon
die out,” were the Jahagirdar’s constant protests.
*
It was during this holiday at Mahableshwar that Mohana for the first time in her life saw an Englishman at
close quarters. The white faces had frightened her at first when she saw a crowd of them in the big public gardens
and around the bandstand. She was only ten and had with Bal Baban only just begun to learn English. It cost her a
great deal of work. To the pure Marathi ears of Mohana words such as “cat,” “rat” and “mat” sounded very
peculiar. But her surprise grew even more when one day she actually heard English spoken by a real flesh-andblood Englishman. She noticed that his face was very red and wondered if he was angry with someone. It
happened in the market-place in Mahableshwar. Madhav who had accompanied some college friends from
Bombay on a cycling tour to the hill-station was visiting the Sarafs for a couple of days. He had met Daji, who
had come in from Panchgani, and the children, in Chandu’s car on the daily round when they chose a basket of
ripe mangoes for the midday meal. While Daji was selecting and buying mangoes and ordering freshly picked
strawberries to take back to Kusum, Madhav was keeping an eye on the children. As he was standing on the
pavement with his hand on the door lest the youthful battalion should rush out on to the street, he felt a light pat
on his shoulder and looked round to find an English lecturer from his College in Bombay standing beside him.
The Englishman shook. hands with Madhav, a student in his first college year, and looked at the children saying
something with a friendly smile.
Mohana who was nearest to Madhav looked up at the Englishman’s face and with great courage she smiled
back. After all she was learning English too. The lecturer talked to Madhav for quite a while, but oh, what a
terrible disappointment! Poor Mohana felt very despondent, for not one word did she understand, and never once
did “cat,” “hat” or “mat” occur in the long conversation.
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Going back home from the market Shashi rode on Madhav’s bicycle. The midday meal in Mahableshwar was
always a cause of great anxiety to Awwa as the children simply refused to touch any food. Right through the meal
it was nothing but mangoes and strawberries and, worst of all, Vahini did not seem to object.
“Let them eat fruit to their hearts’ content,” she would say every time anyone complained. Awwa, however,
was determined to feed them on their specially cooked rice in the mornings before they started off for their
marketing, while great-aunt Yamuna always had a remedy for every illness that she thought of. She made sure that
every bowl of mango pulp on the children’s dining stools had a pinch of black pepper mixed with it.
“That will prevent them from having stomachache.”
Besides which she compelled each member of the family to drink a glass of milk before retiring.
“Milk helps to digest the mango,” she had insisted to Vahini, whose baby boy was still feeding at her breast.
The midday meal was being served when Bal Baban came to Vahini and asked her whether he and the other
children could accompany Madhav to the I.C.S.’s bungalow. The I.C.S. had invited Madhav for tennis.
“Madhav is going to play bat and ball,” Mohana explained casually as she sprawled on the grass mat on the
verandah, where she was trying to make a drawing of the dog Motya with colored chalks.
While Motya was still making up his mind about a “tongue in or tongue out” portrait, Awwa called the children
for their meal. Vahini had no peace, the children crying singly or in chorus:
“May we go with Madhav?”
“Are you not going for your evening ride on your ponies today, then?” Vahini asked as she handed her sleepy
baby to Chandu.
“Oh, yes, we are going for a ride. But, Vahini, let the groom bring back the ponies and then we can stay with
Madhav at the I.C.S.’s bungalow and come back with him.”
To this bright idea of Mohana’s Vahini gave her consent and after meals they ran about happily.
As Kusum’s mother had come to Panchgani for a few days, Daji decided to stay in Mahableshwar for the
afternoon and supervise the swings which were being tied to the Jambul tree, for the children. He was trying out a
low swing. Two of the bungalow servants were up the tree and one on the ground, finishing their operations of
fixing the ropes for the swings, when suddenly from under the dry leaves on the edge of the compound crawled a
long snake. In a moment the place was in an uproar. The servants got their sticks and amidst the din of the
children’s shoutings, advice and suggestions, Daji killed the fearful but fascinating reptile. The serpent then had to
be cremated, and the funeral of the dreaded, yet revered creature took place with due respect. The ceremony
entranced the children even more than the amazing colors of the snake. They stood around, all eyes looking on
with rapt attention. It was when the servant was placing the copper coin in the snake’s mouth before cremating it,
when all was still and solemn, that Shashi for the first time felt overcome by sheer fright. While the other children
were watching the operation with suppressed excitement, she suddenly turned and ran to the house, screaming:
Mohana half frightened, half curious, followed her and both reached the unfailing resort of safety and security that
was Vahini.
*
“Bal Baban is the best rider,” called Madhav from his bicycle to Chandu who was driving slowly in an open
car as she accompanied the children on their ponies.
“Yes, among those of his own age certainly, except his twin, mind you. I think Mohana runs him a very close
second.” Chandu looked at the twins with pleasure.
“Mohana, you look like a boy,” called out Madhav.
“But I am a boy,” she shouted back. “Look, I am dressed like Bal Baban in jodhpurs,” she insisted as she held
up a perky little head covered with a Gandhi-cap.
“But she can’t ride as fast as we boys can,” called Anant, trying to spur on his pony to demonstration.
Rangi’s small brother, a rough lad from Chinchgao, seemed to manage his pony with great skill and Pantoba’s
son Pandu sat on his small horse, quiet but sure. When they reached the outer gate of the I.C.S.’s compound
Chandu turned back and with her went the five ponies led by the groom, while Madhav took the five children,
dressed exactly alike and almost of the same height, to the fashionable household of the I.C.S.
The I.C.S., famous for his ultra-western manner of life, had a bevy of beautiful daughters. The six Misses Lata
(Creeper) ranged from the ages of twenty-eight to nineteen, the youngest being a classmate of Madhav’s at the
college. Premlata was the eldest and Suvarnalata the youngest. As he came into the porch with the five children he
was greeted by six delicate nymphs, dressed in the flimsiest chiffon the I.C.S. could import. It was the first time
that Mohana saw such thin saris, sleeveless blouses and queer-looking ornaments, so she decided that the Bombay
women must be quite different from the women of Poona. All Vahini’s saris had thick borders and her bodices
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were never sleeveless, and she wore beautiful thick gold bracelets and real pearls for earrings. Mohana started
from one to the other and suddenly rubbed her head bashfully against Madhav as she became aware that they were
looking at her just as intently. The party trailed from the porch to the front hall and then into the reception room,
full of western furniture. The Saraf children, unused to houses furnished in the English manner, did not at all feel
at home in the I.C.S. bungalow. They stood holding one another’s hands, in spite of Madhav’s efforts to make
them shake hands with the Creeper sisters whose pretty ripples of laughter were most entertaining to the children,
as well as their peculiarly affected anglicized Marathi. The eldest Miss Creeper spoke prettily to Madhav:
“Madhav! well, well, how well this name of Lord Krishna suits you, especially when you have these five
Pandavas with you.”
“Aha!” he laughed back, “but one is a false one.” And he caught Mohana’s hand playing with the end of her
leather belt.
“Which is the false one?” asked Miss Creeper No. 3.
Madhav felt in the highest of spirits and was ready to amuse these England-returned, Paris-returned famous
women of Bombay. He made all the five little riders, the four boys and Mohana, stand in a row facing the Creeper
sisters. The children immediately played up, but Mohana was desperately anxious.
“If anyone discovers my long plait, whatever shall I do?” was the anxious thought in her mind.
She walked backwards to Madhav and held her hands out to him behind her back. She tilted her head back and
looked up anxiously into his face as if the whole world would collapse if he did not hide her long, very long
pigtail which always gave her away. Madhav immediately guessed her anxiety and rested his chin on her head,
announcing:
“Three guesses, ladies! Which is the false Pandava? Or do you think all five are boys?”
The pretty sisters had a number of guesses but failed completely and Mohana emerged triumphant.
“Madhav here?” came the voice of Sir Narayan, the I.C.S., led by his Lady. Lady I.C.S. who usually sneered at
everything Indian was strangely impressed by the pure Indian-styled riding clothes of the children. She had even
sneered at saris, but when she went to England with her husband she had discovered that dressed in a sari she
commanded more respect from her Western admirers and more admiration from her friends than if she tried to
wear western clothes. So the I.C.S. household though notorious for its aping of British life and language yet
became for chiffon sari merchants a source of constant profit. In a sari, after all, one became persona grata
abroad, in the civilized world of the West, and whatever the West said was law with Lady I.C.S.
Sir Narayan staggered to an easy chair and greeted Madhav saying:
“Madhav, my wife wants you to choose one of the six Creepers for your wife. Don’t you, my love?” he turned
to his wife. The six Misses Creeper were by now quite fascinated by the “interesting” Poona children, and
anything they said was prettily commented upon as “interesting.”
The Knight made Madhav sit next to him and asked him questions about his plans for England.
“When do you leave for England, young man?” said Sir Narayan, shaking a cocktail.
“Look at doggy, dear,” said Lady I. C. S. as she knelt in front of a pet dog.
Madhav told Sir Narayan that he did not feel at ease to accept his kind offer to send him abroad.
“Not before I get my degree anyway,” he said nervously.
As he was talking, Madhav looked at the lady with her dog and her cigarette holder and was glad the Poona
children had gone into the garden. To their wada upbringing she was bound to present an extraordinary contrast to
Vahini. The lady in question watched Madhav carefully through the lorgnette she had bought in England..
“The boy is very handsome and he’s such fun,” she murmured to herself as she sipped her soda. “If my
daughter wants to marry him, Madhav must certainly go to England soon. It was a pity that his sister was such an
unlucky girl to be married into that stodgy stuffy household in Poona, most old fashioned backward lot of political
jailbirds.”
She was careful not to give tongue to these thoughts in front of Madhav, who was sure to defend his sister
promptly. She cast a covetous glance at the boy.
“Madhav, which of my Creepers are you going to marry?” she asked as though she were merely teasing.
“But, my love, Madhav is younger than every single one of your daughters, you do realize that, I hope,” said
Sir Narayan himself sipping a whisky.
Madhav laughed bravely and then, regaining himself:
“Well, I’ll have to marry them all, I think,” he said boldly.
Sir Narayan threw his head back and laughed as though that were the greatest joke he had ever heard. But his
Lady felt annoyed with her husband for making a joke of it.
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“Stop it, Naru, don’t be cruel, you are just being cruel. Stop it at once!” Since his arrival in Mahableshwar this
was the third time Madhav had heard lady I.C.S. talk in such a manner to Sir Narayan. Again he hoped the Poona
children were not listening this time to a quarrel between husband and wife.
“Madhav, my wife has no patience with Chitpawan Brahmins but she loves you, my boy, and that is a great
compliment from the Lady,” Sir Narayan tried to pacify his wife.
“That is exactly the reason why I don’t want such a nice boy to be wasted on a wretched Chitpawan Brahmin
girl. He is too good for those crusty old families anyhow,” she said with assurance.
Madhav was at last relieved to find that the Poona Children were indeed out of hearing. The Creeper sisters
were playing with them in the garden.
“Will you have a cocktail, Madhav?” asked Sir Narayan.
“No, thank you, Sir, I’d rather have lemon squash if I may. It’s very hot, even indoors.”
Sir Narayan placed an enormous lump of ice in Madhav’s glass and handed the drink to him. Lady I.C.S. was
reminded by Madhav’s reference to the heat that even Mahableshwar was too hot for her delicate skin and her
general constitution. She liked to look upon the Viceroy as an infallible barometer while in India. Wherever the
Viceroy went, the heat of the Indian sun was bound to be tamed. Simla was the place, or may be even Goty at
times. But how could she do it! Sir Narayan’s means did not stretch to taking the whole household to Simla, and
so she had to be content with Mahableshwar. It was not so bad for, after all, a possible garden party at
Government House in this hill-station could make up quite nicely for the loss of so much of the smart society of
Simla. She looked sadly at a colored picture of the Viceroy’s residence in Simla and felt an almost unbearable
longing to be one of the company of the elite in Simla. Lady Max had promised that one day she would introduce
her to the Viceroy and, may be, then there would be a possibility of an invitation from Simla. Lady I.C.S. felt like
a fish out of water, torn away from her English friends and Western surroundings.

† The Viceregal Lodge in Simla (constructed 1880-1888) formerly the Residence of the Viceroy of India †

“Madhav, haven’t you yet learnt to smoke?” Lady I.C.S. asked Madhav, whose attention was drawn now to
Miss Creeper No. 1 who was calling him from her favorite bower where the fragrant “Night Queen” grew in rich
profusion.
“No, I am afraid I haven’t yet taken to it. But Sir Narayan, may I be excused! I think I had better go to the
tennis court. I promised a game to all the Misses Creeper.”
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He ignored Miss Creeper No. l’s call and ran through the rose bed towards the tennis court. Miss Creeper No.
1, however, took a short cut and confronted him at the tennis court gate. She narrowed her eyes and said in a half
whisper:
“Madhav, why do you avoid me always? I want to talk to you alone. I am so lonely and you are so cruel.”
She put her arm round his shoulders but he, intensely embarrassed, gently removed it.
“I am sorry,” he said, “I like to play tennis with you all, but I have nothing to talk about with you alone.”
“Madhav, I sent you a note this morning,” Miss Creeper ignored his refusal. “I was waiting and waiting for
you, but you never came. I was alone then.”
She looked sweetly at him.
“Won’t you stay for supper and then we could sit in my bower and talk. I am so lonely, Madhav.”
The languid-eyed, slim and beautiful Miss Creeper No. 1 frightened the very life out of Madhav. He did not
know where to look or what to say. It was very difficult to be a man. When at home in Bombay Chandu and Ayah
nearly smothered him with cherishing and spoiling, when in Poona the battalion, of wada children drove him mad
asking him all day long to play with them, and now these Creeper females surrounded him in the tangled
undergrowth. Yes, indeed, it was difficult to be a young man. Madhav had just turned seventeen.
The languid Miss Creeper No. 1 might have tried some new means of attack but. the children, bored with the
stream of questions about Poona, about the wada and about Bhayya’s prison, had come closer to watch the tennis.
They were particularly interested since they had collected balls to play tennis in the wada. They asked each other
when Madhav was going to play and the mention of his name brought a shower of cries for Madhav from the
bevy of beauty on the tennis court. Miss Creeper No 1 let go of her victim and he ran on to the court with relief.
*
“Madhav, these children are a perfect psychological study of an old-fashioned Poona Brahmin household,”
said the youngest Miss Creeper.
“Very interesting,” chimed in Miss Creeper No. 3.
“Mohana has such lovely long hair,” whispered Miss Creeper No. 1, trying to make conversation. “How old
are you, Mohana?” she asked the small girl in jodhpurs.
“I will soon be nearly eleven years and Bal Baban is exactly the same, only I arrived twenty minutes before
him,” said she, offering all the information she had from Awwa about her birth.
“The twins were born during my sister’s wedding, Miss Creeper, and I saw them when they had hardly opened
their eyes.”
Madhav played and the children watched. Bal Baban wondered if Bhayya in the village would ever play tennis
like Madhav. Miss Creeper No. 1 who was not in the set walked daintily around the court to look at Madhav.
“Funny boy, why do you run away from me always?” she whispered softly to herself.
*
That evening Sir Narayan drove his car himself to take the children: back to the bungalow. The little boys were
exhausted after along evening and a heavy dinner, and Mohana had fallen asleep on the sofa. Madhav picked her
up in his arms and took her home in the car without waking her up.
Awwa tried to take the sleeping Mohana from Madhav’s arms saying:
“Dear me, this is a substantial bit of womanhood already. How heavy the child gets when she is asleep!”
Madhav could not help laughing.
“A very substantial bit of womanhood, indeed, Awwa,” he said after her as he tried to unclasp Mohana’s arms
from around his neck. Awwa carried her away and put her on her own little bed. There was a long sigh and the
little girl was fast asleep again …
78.294 Father And Son\fn{by Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai (1912-1999)} Thakazhi Village, Alappuzha District, Kerala
State, India (M) 8
The following day the State Director of Public Instruction was due to arrive in the little village to inspect the
local school. The Headmaster went from class to class making arrangements to see that the children came the next
day properly washed and scrubbed and dressed in their best clothes. Before leaving the school the teachers, too,
told the children what they had to do.
The news of the Director’s visit became the talk of the village. It was a great event. The only officers who
occasionally visited the village were the Police Inspector, the Postal Inspector, who came to inspect the local Post
office, and the Inspector of the Co-ops. This was the first time that an officer of the State Government was visiting
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the village. There was, in the village, in the house of Illikkal, an officer who drew Rs. 50/- a month. And his
brother was an advocate. But, of course, a Director was a bigger officer than even these two.
That evening the Headmaster went to a house near the school. It was to arrange for milk for the Director. The
head of the family asked the Headmaster: “What would his salary be, sir?”
The Headmaster replied: “Two thousand rupees a month. He has had his education in England.”
The mistress of the house, staggered by the figure, blurted out: “What will he do with all that money?”
Her husband said: “He will be able to spend it. He is a big man.”
Their son, Ramu, felt proud that the Headmaster was visiting his home. When he went to school the next day,
he could tell his friends: “The Headmaster came to my house.” When he heard that the Director’s salary was Rs.
2,000/- a month he made a mental calculation. Divide two thousand by thirty. That was what the Director made
every day. His own father made one rupee a day—when he worked.
As he was leaving, the Headmaster gave detailed instructions to the woman: “Two measures of milk. Do you
understand? Milked clean. Add a couple of spoons of water from the temple well to it. Then boil the milk. Don’t
let a speck of ash get into the milk. 1 shall send you my silver tumbler. You send me the milk in that.”
The woman asked: “Shall I add any sugar?”
The Headmaster thought for a while. He hadn’t considered that. Finally, he said: “No. You might add too much
sugar. Perhaps he does not take sugar. What is more, your sugar may have ants in it.”
After he had crossed the courtyard, the Headmaster turned round and said again: “Remember everything 1
said. Clean. Pure. No ash.”
The poor woman said: “I shall bathe before I boil the milk.”
The Headmaster was at a loss. She had not understood a thing. He was desperate and said: “No, not that. What
1 said was that everything should be clean. Not that you should have a bath.”
Her husband said: “I shall look to everything, sir. I understand.”
Ramu was now in a position to show off in front of his classmates at school. First of all, the Headmaster had
visited his home. Secondly, it was his people who were to provide the milk for the Director. And there was
something else. This was a chance to humble Illikkal Krishnan Kutti. Kutti used to boast that his uncle was a
salaried man, and that his house had a tiled roof, not just a thatched one.
The next day every child in the village had a good scrubbing and was dressed in his best clothes for school.
Ramu had a pair of blue shorts which his father had got him for Onam. Now the color had faded into patches of
white and light blue. He also had a vest with short sleeves. Krishnan Kutti was the best-dressed boy in the class.
He was dressed in shorts of shining silk and a smart bush shirt. No boy could help staring at him. They wanted to
touch those smooth shorts of his and the fine shirt. Not Ramu. He was determined to humble Krishnan Kutti.
He put him a question: “You belong to a great family. Can you tell us where the Director was educated?”
Krishnan Kutti couldn’t. But he wasn't going to be beaten. He accepted the challenge. He pretended he knew.
“At Trivandrum.”
Ramu clapped his hands and laughed. Krishnan Kutti was beaten. He blinked helplessly. Ramu stated: “No, no.
Not there.” He turned to the others and asked them: “Can anyone tell me?”
No one could. Ramu puffed out a little. Then he said: “I can tell you. In England!”
But Ramu wasn’t satisfied with the way he had humbled Krishnan Kutti. He hurled another question: “What is
the salary of this Director?”
Krishnan Kutti felt very small. He said nothing. Ramu stated, with complete authority: “Two thousand rupees a
month.”
Krishnan Kutti had to do something in the face of such humiliation. He said: “That is nothing. My father gets
Rs. 2,250/-.”
That was Rs. 250/- more than the Director. Ramu again clapped his hands and laughed as if it were a big lie.
He said, “Go on. Don’t lie.” He then turned to the others and said: “Did you hear that, that his father gets Rs.
2,250/- a month? Fancy old Sankummaman, who hobbles about the field on a walking stick in the mornings,
wrapped up in a green shawl, getting Rs. 2,250/-!”
Krishnan Kutti had an answer for that: “He is my grand-father—my mother’s father, though I call him father.”
Ramu asked: “How is it then that none of us has seen your father?”
Krishnan Kutti answered: “My father—he is up in the North.”
Without a second’s pause Ramu asked: “Where—in the North?”
Krishnan Kutti did not know. He was at a loss for an answer. He stood there, his eyes wide open, holding back
the tears. If he batted his eyelids just once, the tears would roll down. The children hooted. Krishnan Kutti had
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told a lie. He was boasting. That was what they said. And Krishnan Kutti stood there, humiliated, holding back the
tears with an effort.
Ramu asked him a cruel question: “Why is it that you are making out that someone else is your father?”
Krishnan Kutti stretched out his hand to scratch Ramu. But Ramu withdrew.
Ramu did not stop his taunting: “Where is your father?”
Krishnan Kutti could not stand it any longer. He ran to his teacher, crying helplessly, to complain about Ramu.
Ramu ran away.
That day Krishnan Kutti went home, broken and dejected. As usual, his mother was waiting for him at the gate.
When he saw his mother he burst out crying. Bhawani Amma ran to her son and took him in her arms. He sobbed
helplessly on his mother’s breast. The mother too cried. He was her all in all. He was the only thing she had. She
didn’t ask him why he was crying. It was as if she had accepted the fact that their life was one of tears. There was
never any need to ask why.
Sankummaman and his wife ran out. Worry and disappointment were written all over the grandfather’s face.
Every wrinkle told its tale. He lived in the perpetual fear that something catastrophic might befall him at any
moment. He tried to pull the boy away from the mother, but the boy was holding fast. He wouldn’t let go.
Rubbing his chest uneasily, Sankummaman said: “Narayana, Narayana, what has happened to the child? Bhawani
tell me.”
Bhawani said nothing. It was a sorrow that was shared by the mother and son alone. No one else, not even
Sankummaman, could partake of it.
Sankummaman said: “Narayana, Narayana, have you kept all this sorrow for my old age?”
That night, in bed, the son lay close to his mother. The mother would lie awake every night, thinking and
thinking, before she would doze off to sleep. Once, a man used to share that bed and that room with her. And she
used to fall asleep in no time and sleep peacefully. But that was years ago. Now she could hardly sleep. She would
lie awake for hours, thinking. Gradually her eyes would close. Sleep ultimately won in that contest. But every
night, even now, she would still lie awake, thinking, thinking. That night Krishnan Kutti, too, was thinking. And
he couldn’t sleep.
“Why is it, mother, that father is not with us?” Bhawani Amma was just dozing off to sleep. That question
pierced her heart.
She bit her teeth and suppressed the sob that came from deep down within her being. Krishnan Kutti did not
know it. He repeated his question: “Why, mother?”
The mother replied: “That is our fate, son!” By now Bhawani Amma could not hold back her tears. Krishnan
Kutti realized his mother was crying.
He could not understand what fate meant. But he didn’t ask her. In the still darkness of the room, he asked her
something else.
“Mother, will you show me the picture of my father?” He asked hesitantly, as if he felt she might find some
excuse for not showing it to him. But there was something in his childish, beseeching voice which showed his
deep-seated and urgent desire to see it.
The mother got up and wiped her tears. She lit a lamp.
Sankummaman who was sleeping in the next room called out to her: “Why are you lighting a lamp, Bhawani?”
She answered after a moment’s hesitation: “Because Krishnan Kutti wants it.”
“Isn’t he asleep yet?”
“No.”
“Good God!”
Bhawani Amma took out from the bottom of a box a photograph wrapped up carefully in silk. She looked at
the photograph intently. Tears filled her eyes.
From the next room Sankummaman could be heard repeating to himself: “Narayana, Narayana.”
Krishnan Kutti took the picture from his mother and gazed at it, devouring it greedily, as it were. His face
brightened. And, as he looked at it, his little face lighted up. He said: “It was like this that the Director was
dressed. Coat and tie. But he didn’t have a walking stick or a hat.” A moment later he lifted his face and, looking
his mother in the eye, asked: “Mother, may I take this picture to the school with me tomorrow?”
“Why, son?”
“To show Ramu. He says I haven’t got a father like this.”
The mother said: “This is a picture we have to look after carefully. We should not soil it.”
“I shall not spoil it, mother. This is my father’s picture!”
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He kept looking at the picture and, unable to hold himself back, gave it a little kiss.
In the next room, Sankummaman kept repeating the words, “Narayana, Narayana,” in the belief that God
would answer his call some time or other.
Krishnan Kutti wrapped up the picture carefully and put it away. His mother put out the light. Mother and son
once again went to bed.
Hours passed. The whole world was fast asleep. But from the bottom of Krishnan Kutti’s heart came a
question: “Won’t father ever come to us mother?”
In answer, Bhawani Amma could only hold him tight in her arms. How could she answer him?
*
Illikkal Sankummaman was a farmer on whom fortune smiled. By his own efforts he had earned enough to live
fairly well. He had two sons and a daughter who was his favorite. The two boys were very bright and clever. It
was a prosperous home, blessed with an abundance of good things. It had seen only laughter and playfulness and
high spirits. The shadow of depression had never crossed its threshold. Nobody could have imagined that such a
state would ever change. That home was like a bit of heaven.
Of all his children, it was the daughter that Sankummaman was most fond of. No one minded that. Bhawani
was the darling of her brothers’, too. There was never any occasion for Bhawani’s face to be other than cheerful.
Her least little wish was like a command to them. And she was lovely to look at. Sankummaman’s one great
desire in life was to give her away in marriage to someone of high standing and worthy of her. Then he wished to
go and live with her for a few days before he died. And they were certain that it would all come to pass. Never
had any of Sankummaman’s wishes remained unfulfilled. He had always been fortunate in such matters. He was
like one born blessed.
The eldest sob, Govindan, was the first to pass the B.A. from that village. And because he got a first class, he
had no difficulty in getting a job. He got a good position at Rs.200/- a month. The second son passed his B. L. and
became an advocate in Alleppey.
*
And one day, through his good friend Haripad Paramu Pillai, Sankummaman received a proposal of marriage
for his daughter, Bhawani. The prospective bridegroom was from near Quilon. He had a good job. His name was
N. Parameswaran Pillai but they called him N.P. Pillai. He was a fine, upright man. Pillai had a sister, Yasoda, a
good-looking girl, a little delicate in health. The understanding was that Sankummaman’s eldest son, Govindan,
would marry her. Sankummaman went visiting the party. He was satisfied with the family and the arrangement.
The horoscopes of the couples also agreed. Sankummaman pledged his word.
When he returned home, something took place in the Illikkal house, the like of which had never happened
before. It was really nothing. It only lasted a minute. But there it was. On that day Sankummaman lost his temper.
In fact, he fainted. A decision of Sankummaman’s was questioned in that house for the first time. It all lasted only
a minute. A few drops of water revived Sankummaman and then all was well.
What happened was this: Sankummaman had come back from Pillai’s house, excited and happy. He was
describing everything to his wife when she casually said: “Govindan says he doesn’t want to get married just yet.”
Sankummaman jumped up in a temper: “Who said so?” The next moment Sankummaman was unconscious.
When he came to, Govindan had given his consent to the marriage.
After that there was no more trouble. Pillai’s sister, Yasoda, was still a student. Her people agreed that her
wedding should take place after she had finished her exam. N.P. Pillai had to go to Calcutta for some training for
six months. So they decided that Bhawani’s marriage should take place without delay. And so Bhawani and Pillai
were married. It was a gay and auspicious wedding.
Pillai returned home from Calcutta after his training period. And Yasoda’s examinations were over. But that
month was a bad month. An inauspicious one for weddings. And then unexpectedly Govindan got typhoid. So
another three months passed. By then the monsoon had set in. Thus the wedding of Govindan and Yasoda was put
off again and again. Once or twice Pillai showed his disappointment at this. On such occasions Sankummaman
would say: “He is my son. I shall see that it takes place.”
Bhawani was now pregnant. The next thing that one heard was a shocking piece of news. Govindan got
involved in a love affair in Trivandrum. The girl became pregnant. Govindan had to marry her. It was a civil
marriage. Not only that. It transpired that Govindan had never had any intentions of marrying Yasoda. She was a
consumptive.
After that, Pillai never went back to Illikkal. Nor had he seen Bhawani again.
Bhawani gave birth to a boy. He was named Krishnan Kutti. Pillai did not see his son. He never even inquired
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whether his wife was in need of anything all this time. Soon afterwards, the company for which Pillai worked,
sent him to England and Germany for two years’ training. He did well and the company promoted him. Yes, now
Pillai was drawing Rs. 2,250/- a month.
Poor Sankummaman’s dreams were shattered. He saw his favorite daughter’s future darken. Sankummaman’s
face lost its luster. Soon it was lined with wrinkles. He aged rapidly. He lost heart. There was no laughter in that
home now. The house was silent and in low spirits.
But Sankummaman had decided one thing. His daughter must never be in want. She must not suffer. No one
must hurt her. He wanted the boy to be brought up to be somebody. But he realized that he was old. His days were
drawing to a close. The end seemed to loom nearer and nearer. He was worried. He was afraid that he might die
before young Krishnan Kutti was old enough to take care of his mother. Sankummaman wanted to live to see that
day.
Sankummaman tried his best to see if he could not make amends and straighten out matters. But Pillai was
adamant.
Days passed. For some time after his marriage, Govindan and his father, Sankummaman, did not see each
other. The old father had sworn he wouldn’t see his son any more. But the mother was anxious to see her son’s
son. That was only natural. No matter what womb had given him life, the boy was her son’s. She longed for the
boy. Bhawani, too, was keen to see the boy. Sankummaman could not deny Bhawani anything. And so one day,
Govindan brought his wife and son to Illikkal. The son was a bright child. The wife, too, was a decent girl,
thought Govindan’s mother. Sankummaman himself felt something like that.
Without realizing it, Sankummaman said: “That is fate. He must have been indebted to her in his previous life.
Now he is repaying that debt.”
Thus that misunderstanding came to an end. Sankummaman made his peace with his son.
*
Time passed. Govindan now had three children. His problems and responsibilities increased. He couldn’t make
both ends meet within his salary. He couldn’t save a thing.
One day Govindan’s wife had an idea. “If there is anything due to you from your family it will be a consolation
to know what it will amount to.”
Govindan agreed that that was so. But what right had he to ask that of his father? Everything in that house
belonged to his father and to his father alone. Did he have the right to ask? He would accept gladly whatever was
offered or given to him. That was all.
Govindan’s wife said: “It is not necessary that we should ask for, or be given, anything. Let everything remain
with your father and mother as long as they live. But they might like to decide what should be our inheritance.”
Govindan Nair who had not thought too seriously about all this, said: “What is there to decide about it? We
shall inherit a third of whatever there is.”
Govindan’s wife flared up: “That is what you think. You just wait and you will see who is getting what! The
whole lot will go to your sister and her boy. Your father will put it in writing.”
She watched the expression on her husband’s face and continued: “Though he smiles and is pleasant to me,
your father doesn’t like me. He won’t leave anything to us because he knows I shall also benefit by it.”
Govindan Nair did not agree on this point. But he could not dismiss his wife’s argument as completely off the
mark.
He discussed this matter with his younger brother, the advocate. If his father was inclined to leave anything for
them, he should indicate it clearly. That was the advocate’s opinion too. He also felt that Sankummaman might
leave everything to Bhawani.
The brothers decided that they should do something about Bhawani as well. Paramu Pillai who had arranged
her marriage was sent for. They wanted him to go and meet Bhawani’s husband. On his return they would decide
as to the partition and the inheritance.
After having fixed all that, Govindan took leave for some days and arrived in Illikkal with his family. The
advocate, too, came there. Everyone waited for the arrival of Paramu Pillai who had gone to see Bhawani’s
husband.
Paramu Pillai arrived a couple of days later. Sankummaman saw him coming. He rushed to the gate. He called
out to him: “What happened, Paramu Pillai? Any hope of my son-in-law’s heart softening?”
Paramu Pillai did not look too hopeful. He said: “I have only just traveled a thousand plus a thousand, two
thousand miles. Let me sit down and I shall tell you.”
Sankummaman felt faint. He stroked his chest and repeated: “Narayana, Narayana.” He had no one else to
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appeal to.
At the door of the house stood Bhawani Amma, waiting anxiously. Krishnan Kutti was hanging onto her sari.
Bhawani Amma sighed—a long sigh—and dried her eyes with the palla of her sari. And then she went inside; her
son behind her. She heard Sankummaman again saying: “Narayana Narayana,” his heart full of anguish.
At the portico of the house were Govindan and his brother. Paramu Pillai was resting after his long journey.
Hanging about the door and the window were Govindan’s wife and the advocate’s wife, itching to hear the news.
Sankummaman’s wife sat on a bench. Sankummaman was hanging round in the courtyard stroking his chest and
repeating, “Narayana Narayana.”
Paramu Pillai finished his cup of coffee and said: “I couldn’t even see the man for two days. He is a big man
over there. One can’t just rush in and see him. I had to have some introduction and some recommendations to see
him. The R.D.C. Company—well, it is worth seeing.”
Paramu Pillai looked as if he was going on with his description of the company for ever. Govindan was getting
impatient. He asked: “And what did the big man of that big company say?”
For a while Paramu Pillai was silent as if wondering how to cut short the whole business. Then he said: “He
said his mother was not in favor of continuing with this relationship.”
Krishnan Kutti came out into the portico. He took his position by his grandmother.
Paramu Pillai continued: “He argues that his party is not the one to be blamed for all this. His sister is still
unmarried, in tears the whole time. She has become a perpetual sorrow in their life. Pillai married Bhawani on the
understanding that Yasoda would also get a husband.”
Govindan cut in: “They were trying to inflict a consumptive on someone. That is why she is still in this state.
Who will marry a pack of bones?”
*
One could hear Sankummaman’s heart-rending, “Narayana Narayana.” He raised his voice, as if it were meant
to reach Narayana in heaven. Govindan’s wife withdrew from the door.
Sankummaman's wife said: “The poor man’s heart is breaking.”
Govindan was silent.
The advocate asked: “If that old woman—Pillai’s mother—were to die, would he behave decently?”
It was a difficult question. Pillai didn’t say he would receive his wife and son after his mother died. But
Paramu Pillai did sense something. He made that clear: “Pillai did say that his mother was the obstacle. We should
read our own meaning into that. Perhaps I don’t have the right to say as much.”
The advocate said: “Even if my brother had married that consumptive, he would have behaved in the same
way. Let that be. He need not receive his wife till after his mother is dead. But what about the child? Did that
beast say anything about that?”
Paramu Pillai laughed and said: “Look at my misfortune. Pillai talks about you in the same vein. Yes, beast and
all. I must hear all that—and all this too. He looked me in the face and told me I was a liar and a schemer.”
The advocate answered: “That is why I said we can think of Bhawani’s problem later. They tried to ruin my
brother’s life by inflicting a consumptive on him. Let that be. What do they say about the child?”
On that point, Paramu Pillai had no doubts. And he had to say something: “They are ready to bring up the boy
if you let them. His mother will do that. He told me that his mother was insisting on the child being taken to
them.”
Sankummaman who was in the garden could again be heard calling out to Lord Narayana, his only support.
For a little while no one spoke. Then Sankummaman’s wife asked: “Let me ask you something, Paramu Pillai.
Did he seem to be fond of Bhawani?”
Paramu Pillai couldn’t say for certain. Paramu Pillai had described to him Bhawani’s sorrow in some detail.
But it didn't seem to touch his heart.
Paramu Pillai said: “He didn’t say anything bad about Bhawani. Everyone else spoke ill of her. From that one
should gauge that he harbored no ill feelings for her.”
The mother said with some relief: “That is some consolation.”
The advocate asked: “What consolation is that, mother?”
The mother said: “At least he does not blame poor Bhawani. He could have made up all sorts of things. If he
starts saying things, what can one do?”
The advocate said: “Heartless beast. He ought to be in hell.”
A faint ray of hope had entered the mother’s heart and its gentle, dim light was slowly spreading round. She
said: “How can God reject Bhawani’s tears and your father's prayers? Some day there will be a change of heart on
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his part.”
The advocate had no trust in that. He turned to his brother: “Why shouldn’t we file a case against him for
maintenance allowances for Bhawani and her child? He draws a salary of over Rs. 2,000/- a month. She should
get a minimum of seven hundred a month.”
Govindan Nair agreed: “We can teach him a lesson that way.”
From inside the house came the answer. It was Bhawani’s voice: “I don’t want that money. And I shan’t be a
party to such a case.”
Bhawani’s tone was clear and firm. She wouldn’t go to court in any circumstances. The brothers were stunned
into silence. The mother felt that they might lose their temper.
It was an explosive situation. A spark might let it off any moment. The mother said to Paramu Pillai: “Have
your bath and some food. You can tell us the rest afterwards.”
Paramu Pillai went for his bath. And Govindan went inside the house.
Govindan’s wife asked: “Did you notice your sister’s behavior? The tone of her speech? One wouldn’t think
she was talking to her elder brothers. No humility, no restraint, no character. I might have tricked my man into
marrying me. Admitted. And so I am a bad woman. But I would never speak to my brothers in this haughty
manner.”
She watched her husband’s face, and continued: “To say that she didn’t want Rs. 700/- a month! The insolence
of it. It is because she is certain of inheriting the whole property that she spoke like that. Why don’t you say
something? Have you lost your tongue as a result of listening to your sister?”
She wouldn’t stop. She continued: “Do you know the answer to this kind of conceit? I shall tell you. We should
straightaway demand our share. When her inheritance is reduced to a third, her conceit won’t be there.”
All this was taking place in one room. In the same house there was another room which was like a world of its
own. A silent suffering woman was there, living on her tears. No one had seen her laugh. Laughter had been
wiped off her face forever. That room and that world belonged to two people—a mother and her son. They had
installed a deity in that little private world. But that god was not responding to the prayers of her heart. Yet she
does not blame anyone.
His head on his mother’s lap, Krishnan Kutti lay on his back. He asked her: “Mother, may I ask you
something?”
“What is it that you want, son?”
“Will you agree?”
“Whatever is within your poor mother’s power is yours.”
After a minute’s silence he asked: “May I go to stay with my father’s mother?”
The tears rolled down Bhawani's cheeks.
“Why do you cry, mother?” With his little hands, he wiped her tears.
Her voice shaking, Bhawani said: “In that case, your mother will die.”
Without a second’s hesitance came his answer: “I am not going anywhere, mother. I shall always stay with
you.”
The mother drew him to her and kissed him.
*
Bhawani gave Krishnan Kutti a bath, combed his hair, dressed him in his best shirt and shorts. She kissed him,
a kiss wet with tears, blessed him, and was getting ready to send him away with a prayer in her heart. Where? To
his father.
Bhawani had come to know that her husband bears her no ill will. Paramu Pillai had said she need not think of
reunion with him, as long as his mother lived. Now the mother was dead. Now Bhawani had hopes for her future.
She was sending God’s own little envoy to her husband. The father hadn’t ever seen his son. He is his flesh and
blood. Perhaps his eyes would fill with tears when he saw his son. He would forget everything and clasp him to
his heart. All these obstacles are man-made-problems created by man in the course of living. Nature takes no
notice of such things. It is the law of nature that the father should love his son. All these days that love had had no
chance of showing itself because they hadn’t seen each other. When they meet today everything will change. It is
even possible Krishnan Kutti would return home with his father. He must come, he has to come. So Bhawani
daydreamed. The attachment of father and son. That was her hope and her security. Her husband would come
home, with tears in his eyes, and would stretch out his hands to her, and hold her close to his breast. That is the
lasting peace she was dreaming of.
Sankummaman took his grandson by the arm and, with Narayana on his lips, set out of the house. That old
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man had complete faith in Narayana. He was certain that when he saw his young son, the fathers resentment
would vanish.
And what was going on in Krishnan Kutti’s little head? He was certainly not thinking of the bonds of paternal
love. He wasn’t thinking of his father’s reunion with his mother either. He was going to see his father. So far he
had only seen his photograph. His father would fondle him just as his uncle fondled his cousins. He was longing
for his father’s affection. This was what was in his thoughts. Krishnan Kutti had watched from far his uncle
holding his cousin and asking him this and that, and laughing at his childish answers and finally kissing him. Then
his aunt, too, would be near them. Today his father would hold him close like that. His father would ask him about
this and that. And he would answer without any shyness. His father would kiss him. How lovely it would have
been if his mother, too, were with them. When he returns he will tell Ramu that he has seen his father.
It was from the newspapers that Sankummaman had come to know of the death of Pillars mother. And he had
heard that Pillai had come home in connection with that. Govindan and the advocate were against Sankummaman
going to see Pillai. But Sankummaman was going with his little grandson in his arms because he believed that
Lord Narayana had at last answered his prayers.
Sankummaman had been to Pillars house only twice. This was the third time he was going there. From far,
Sankummaman pointed out the house to Krishnan Kutti. It was a large, nice, tiled house.
Someone in a shirt and dhoti, with a cigarette in his mouth, was in the portico. Was it his father, wondered
Krishnan Kutti. His picture wasn’t like that.
The man saw Sankummaman and Krishnan Kutti entering the house. He showed no signs of recognition. There
was no change whatsoever on his face. From deep down in his heart Sankummaman called out to Lord Narayana.
*
He stood in the courtyard holding onto Krishnan Kutti not knowing what to do. No one said a word. There was
no other familiar face about. So they waited uneasily for a while.
At a distance some people were looking at them and murmuring softly. From the northern side two or three
ladies peeped at them. Sankummaman thought they were talking of the boy.
He turned to them and said: “Yes, this is the boy.”
Pillai might have heard it. He was walking up and down the verandah. But he showed no discomfiture. He kept
smoking cigarette after cigarette.
One of the men came towards them and took Krishnan Kutti affectionately by the hand.
“Come on, son. Let Pachussar take you and give you a kiss. Pachussar brought up your father.”\fn{ He is referring
to himself}
Krishnan Kutti did not let go of his grandfather’s hand. An old woman came to them. She too called him. But
the boy wouldn’t go.
Pachussar wondered whether Pillai had recognized the boy. He took the liberty of addressing him: “Here—
here is the boy.” Pachussar looked as if he had more to say.
Pillai said curtly: “So?”
Sankummaman again called out to his only refuge—“Narayana.” Sankummaman asked: “What wrong has the
boy done?”
Pillai answered: “I am not thinking of that.”
Sankummaman asked appealingly: “This boy is of your flesh and blood. Don’t you feel anything for him?”
Pillai took a little time to answer: “Love and hate are born through close contacts. They do not blossom by
themselves.”
Sankummaman could not understand that.
Pillai continued: “Let me be frank. You need not be under any misunderstanding. You people are crooked and
selfish and deceitful. 1 don’t want to have anything to do with you.”
Sankummaman begged: “Don’t speak like that. What wrong has my poor daughter done? What deceit? What
snare did she set?”
Pillai did not have a straight answer for that. But he seemed a little perturbed and said: “Well, go and look into
that room. Look at my sister. You have been telling the world she is a consumptive. She hasn’t died yet. Go and
see her. Then talk to me about your daughter. As long as my mother lived there was someone to look after her.
Who is there now? She hasn’t got up since her mother’s death. Hasn’t even had a drop of water. She has taken a
vow to starve herself to death. There is nothing left for her to live for. Let her die. Go and see.”
After a while, Pillai asked: “Why don’t you go and see for yourself? You haven’t the courage to do that. I know
you will not have the courage.”
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Sankummaman had nothing to say. Pillars complaint was true. It was Sankummaman’s turn to speak.
A few moments passed.
Krishnan Kutti who was holding fast to Sankummaman said: “Let us go, father. Let us go home.”
Sankummaman had to tell Pillai something else. He wanted to know one more thing from Pillai.
Sankummaman said: “Son, listen to me, please. I want to bring up this boy and make someone of him. I am sure
you, too, will want that. I won’t live to see that day. His mother is a very simple girl. She knows nothing. She
cannot manage that. The boy has no one but his mother and me. And you, of course. So you should take charge of
him. You must bring him up, educate him, and make something of him.”
It was the last wish of Sankummaman. He had no hope now that his daughter would be united with her
husband. Nor that he could spend a few days with them. Sankummaman waited for an answer.
Pillai shook his head and said. “No. The time and the chance for all that is now past. If I had him some time
ago, I might have brought him up. My mother was anxious to bring him up. I could have entrusted him to my
mother. But I cannot take on that responsibility now. How can I bring him up?”
After a moment Pillai continued: “I shall settle the money for his expenses and his education. Whatever figure
you mention. But the responsibility I cannot take on.”
Sankummaman’s weary old face went red. His pride came up. With a firmness he had not shown till then, he
said: “No. That is not necessary. I have earned enough to bring him up and to educate him. I don’t need a pie of
yours for that.”
Sankummaman got up. Then he said to Krishnan Kutti: “Fold your hands and bow to your father.”
Krishnan Kutti hesitated. Sankummaman repeated his words firmly. Krishnan Kutti fixed his eyes on his father
and bowed with folded hands.
Sankummaman asked: “May we take our leave now?”
Pillai said nothing.
Word had gone round that Pillars son had come to visit his father. The servants of the household, the neighbors
had all gathered there by now. They watched the old man and the child leave. The women could hardly suppress
their tears. Nor could Pachussar hold back his.
When Bhawani saw Sankummaman and her son return, everything was clear to her. But there was something
in the old man’s face which showed a new determination and a new calm. He was no longer calling out to Lord
Narayana. He had now sifted the chaff from the grain.
Everything was settled. There was nothing more to expect.
As soon as he entered the house he said to his daughter: “Bhawani, you must bring him up well. Educate him.
Educate him to the limit, as far as he can go. I shall provide for it, whatever the cost.” Then he turned to his
grandson:
“Will you study hard and grow up to be a big man one day?”
Straight came the reply: “I will, father.”
Sankummaman’s wife pressed him to tell her everything that took place at Pillars house. But Sankummaman
wouldn’t say a thing.
Krishnan Kutti, who was standing by his mother, also seemed to have changed a little.
Bhawani Amma asked him: “Did your father call you to him?”
“No, mother. He didn’t say a word to me. What kind of a father is this?”
Bhawani restrained him: “Don’t talk like that, son.”
Krishnan Kutti took no notice of that.
“I don’t like him. I shall tell Ramu that I haven’t got a father.”
Bhawani’s eyes filled. The son consoled her.
“Don’t cry, mother. I shall never leave you. We shall always be together. You mustn’t cry.”
*
Several years passed. At the Ernakulam railway station the Cochin Express for Madras was due any moment. A
gentleman in Western clothes, getting on in age, was standing by some luggage labeled: N.P. Pillai, R.D.C. Co.
Ltd., Bangalore. Presently a porter brought a suitcase and a hold-all and placed them by the gentleman’s luggage.
That suitcase, too, had the name of its owner inscribed on it: Illikkal Krishnan Kutti—Thakazhi Village. The
gentleman’s gaze fell on the suitcase and the name on it.
The train came in, in a rush. The platform was crowded. In the hustle and bustle Pillai saw the youth whose
suitcase bore the inscription: Illikkal Krishnan Kutti. Krishnan Kutti’s eyes fell on the luggage labeled: N.P. Pillai
and his eyes turned to the face of Pillai. They both realized who the other was.
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Pillai got into a first-class compartment; Krishnan Kutti into a second-class compartment. Pillai was going to
Madras to attend a conference. Krishnan Kutti was going to Madras to be interviewed for a job. The train rushed
on to take them both to Madras in time for their respective appointments.
At Coimbatore station, Krishnan Kutti got off the train and strolled along the platform to take a look at that
first-class compartment. Pillai was sleeping. At the Arkonam junction, Pillai got off the train and took a look at the
second-class carriage in which Krishnan Kutti was traveling. But Krishnan Kutti was engrossed in the morning
paper.
The train was running late by over an hour. It looked as if it was going to be late by another half-hour. Pillai
was getting worried. He might just reach the Central Station when the conference was due to begin. Krishnan
Kutti, too, was worried whether he would be in time for his interview. It wouldn’t do if he arrived before the
Board straight from his railway journey.
The train arrived at the Central Station exactly an hour and a half late. Hardly had the train stopped when
Krishnan Kutti jumped out with his suitcase and hold-all. From his compartment Pillai saw him rushing—rushing
as if he had a date with destiny.
Outside the station Krishnan Kutti had to wait in line for a taxi. As he waited, he saw Pillai moving off in a
limousine—for his conference. Presently his taxi came. He jumped into it and was off—for his interview.
34.132 Beyond The Flesh\fn{by Vishnu Prabhakar (1912-2009)} Mirpur, Muzaffarnagar District, Uttar Pradesh, India
(M) 10
I do not remember when it was that I met Rashmi for the first time. It was perhaps at a picnic party by the
riverside. She had her younger son with her at that time. Pointing to me, Rashmi had said to him:
“Then, maybe, he doesn’t love.”
The words had fallen rather casually on my ears and I remember having turned round to look at her. To call her
beautiful would be to offend our 20 th century notions of beauty, but from a different angle, well, she could
certainly be called good-looking. In her dark eyes and on her thin lips played a smile, that was so completely
natural that her whole face appeared to be 1it up by a soft ethereal light. I also remember that she was then
dressed in a sari, and her movements reflected a natural languor. Whenever the sari would slip from her
shoulders, she would carelessly flip it back again and remain absorbed in conversation, quite unlike those selfconscious women who see right and left, fearing that someone might be looking on.
The second time I met her was on the roadside. I call it the “second time” for convenience, because I am
myself not at all clear about the order of these early encounters. This time we were together for quite a few
minutes. She was then alone. I do not clearly remember what we said to each other, but on that day she was the
one who talked most. I just kept looking at her face all the time. During the conversation she said:
“I have known you since ages, since the beginning of time.”
“I can’t say when I met you before,” I stammered. To which she replied with this odd question:
“Is it necessary to meet a person in order to know him?”
She waited for me to say something, then said:
“Why don’t you answer?”
My eyes were still on her face. I said:
“No. I don’t think it should be necessary.”
Then she laughed.
“I have read every line that you have written, and I have felt one with your work ever since you began to
write.”
“I am grateful.”
“Polite language is usually insincere. I read somewhere that the artificial and the ugly have the same meaning.”
I felt cut up at this, but said nothing.
“You read a lot, I believe?” I asked after a pause.
“There is not much to read, is there? A good deal is like the effusion in a boiling pot.”
Then she uttered a significant sentence. She suddenly seemed to remember something and said:
“I am getting late. He must be waiting.”
She laughed and then walked away in much the same way as she had come.
After that we met quite often. I even went to her house, and grew friendly with her two children. But it was a
long time before I met her husband. I learnt that he was an important Government officer; that he left home early
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in the morning and returned late at night, and that he even took his lunch in his office.
The day we met, I was taking tea with Rashmi and her children at their place. He suddenly walked in and
Rashmi was quite confused by his arrival. But a moment later when she spoke, her voice was composed and
natural.:
“Oh, you have come early today.”
“Yes it’s rather early,” he said, then turned to look at all of us, and his eyes rested on me.
“Mr. Pradeep,” Rashmi introduced me.
At this his face changed color.
“So you are Mr. Pradeep!”
He stepped forward and I felt that his hand-shake was rather rough.
“I am glad to meet you, very glad indeed. You are a very fortunate person, friend, a person who lives, who is
truly alive. I am only a plodder. I roll on like the wagon of a goods train.”
And without waiting for me to say anything he turned round to go.
“Won’t you have tea?” Rashmi asked him.
“No.”
“What will Mr. Pradeep think? Where are you off to?”
“Mr. Pradeep is an artist. He won’t care for the petty formalities of our small world.”
He left as abruptly as he had come—like a cloud of smoke that gathers and then disperses leaving a sense of
suffocation behind. I did not like it. But Rashmi merely laughed.
“He is a gazetted officer,\fn{ I.e., one of the executive- ,managerial- ,supervisorial-level ranked public servants in India, a list of
whose appointments or promotions is published on a regular basis by The Gazette of India, an official publication of the Directorate of
Printing, Department of Publication, Ministry of Urban Development, Government of India:W } you know. How can he change his

temperament? He must be himself.”
I too left soon afterwards and for many days we did not meet each other. I avoided meeting her deliberately.
But one day she appeared in my office.
“Are you annoyed with me?” she asked.
“No. Why should you say that?”
“You won’t lie to me, will you?”
“Am I lying?”
“Yes, you are.” I bowed my head and confessed. Contrary to her temperament, she remained quiet for a minute
or so. Then she said:
“Why does a person love another so deeply?” I looked up. She was again smiling but she looked moved.
“The lover alone knows why he loves,” I answered.
“No, the lover doesn’t.”
“Then, maybe, he doesn’t love.”
“Is it necessary for a lover to know why he loves?” I felt perplexed and agitated.
“But there is always a cause, even if the lover doesn’t want to know about it.”
“It is there, I know but is it necessary to know what prompts a person to love another?”
“There are no ready answers to such questions.”
“Maybe none, but I know when you sit down to write a poem or a story, the answer will come rushing to the
point of your pen like the glow of light at sunrise.” Then in her abrupt way she got up and said:
“Let’s go out for a walk.”
I did not desist and soon we were far out by the riverside, lost in conversation. At that twilight hour when night
meets day, her presence by my side was extremely dear to me. She sat close to me, talking all the time. I do not
remember how or when it was that I found her face cupped in the palms of my hands, and I bent forward and
kissed her. She did not turn her face away, but when I withdrew my hands, she softened towards me and said:
“What have you done?”
“I do not know myself.”
“No.” She became restless and disturbed. “You shouldn’t turn away from yourself. I don’t know what you will
think of me now.”
She trembled head to foot. Her face turned pale, and her eyes dim, and she rested her hands on the ground to
support herself. I was agitated too. I could neither tear myself away from her nor clasp her close to me. But very
soon she was again composed and self-possessed, and spoke in her natural manner:
“Why did you think that I was far away from you? I have always been by your side. I love you. I have always
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been by your side. I love you, Pradeep. No, not your body, you have no body, Pradeep.”
I felt as though I had been stung by a million scorpions. I cried out:
“Why are you so mysterious in your ways?”
“Why, Pradeep? I don’t go about lighting lamps at my temple. Do I? I love you, only you.”
“And not your husband?” I asked rudely mechanically.
“I love my husband. But that is a moral obligation. I have taken the marriage vow.”
“Has love no place in that vow?”
“Yes, but self-interest has walled it in, circumscribed it. When love submits to limitations it becomes an
obligation, a duty. But do you want that which I have offered to my husband? Do gods receive the same offering
twice?”
I was silent for many seconds. She kept looking at me intently. I said:
“We should not meet each other any more.”
“Are you saying this out of anger or out of love?”
“I have no right to love you. I can have no claim on you. You have a husband, and he has a suspicious mind.”
“You are angry, Pradeep.”
“Is he not jealous?”
“Yes, he is. But I love him.”
“Rashmi.”
“I am telling you the truth I love him. I know that he is jealous, because he is possessive by nature. But
Pradeep, he is not a creature of lust. He is not ravenous in his physical appetites.”
“What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean.”
“What if your husband came to know that you had come here with me?”
“He knows already, Pradeep. He is very observant. And what is more, I hide nothing from him.”
“Well?”
“Of course there are scenes in the house; tiffs and violent quarrels. He starves himself for days and days. And
so do I. Then we patch up, and there is peace between us.”
“Does this happen very often?”
“Yes very often.”
“Then why do you come to me?”
“I do not know.”
“Isn’t this physical attachment?”
She looked at me. I cannot describe that look in her eyes. She kept looking at me, for endless moments. Then
she suddenly got up, laughed and said:
“I must be leaving. It is time for him to return from [the] office.”
We walked back together silently. At one place she stopped, folded her hands and in a voice heavy with
emotion, said:
“Well, I shall be leaving you now.”
And she turned and left. For a long time her words kept ringing in my ears, kept gnawing at my heart.
*
That day as I walked back home, I realized how deeply I had sunk into the mire of infatuation. How false were
my professions of love. My husband is more honest than I am—more honest and more candid. At the thought of
my husband I recalled those days when he used to write letters to me—long, appealing letters and press me for
marriage. How little did he talk even in those days? Even when we met he would just mutter something about the
place where he could deliver his next letter and even after marriage he couldn’t talk much. It was necessary to
understand his mind; but how could I make him see that I too needed being understood? We can all see and hear,
but it is only a person with a heart who can truly understand another. How can I blame him for all that happened?
I must admit that he had respect for me, for my person. Although he made me the mother of his children, yet
he never treated me as an object to gratify his lust. He made me the mistress of the house, and then turned his
back on the house. He gave me all his confidence, but can a woman be satisfied merely with confidence?
I was thus brooding when I found myself at my doorstep. My husband was walking up and down the
verandah. As I went up the stairs he called:
“Rashmi.”
“Yes.”

498

“Did you go out for a walk?”
“Yes.”
“With Pradeep, was it?”
“Yes.”
“Where have you left him now?”
“He has gone home.”
“And what about you?”
“I have come back to mine.”
“Is this your home?”
“Yes.”
He suddenly flared up:
“You slut. Get out of my sight. This is no longer your home.”
I did not wait or pause, but went in. He rushed forward to stop me, [but] by then I had opened the door.
“You too had better come in. It is getting late.” I said.
“Leave my house,” he shouted.
“Where do you want me to go?”
“Go anywhere. Go to Pradeep.”
“I will never go to him.”
“You are a liar. You had always been going to him.”
“I never lie. I have been meeting him, but today I realized that it was a mistake.”
“What?” He looked disarmed.
“Yes. I will never go to him now.”
“You won’t?”
“No. You don’t believe me?”
“No.”
“That is not strange. When have you trusted me before that you will trust me now?”
“Didn’t I trust you?”
“The jealous never trust anyone.”
“Rashmi,” he muttered. His rage was now subsiding. He moved away from me, picked up his walking stick
and went out. I trembled with fear and rushed after him.
“Where are you going?”
He gave no answer.
“I am coming with you,” I shouted and ran after him.
I caught up with him and began walking by his side. But I could not pacify him. He would not utter a word.
And when we returned, he shut himself in his room without eating a morsel. This sort of thing went. on for four
days. He would go about his work but never greet me, never utter a word.
On the fifth day something happened which upset me very much.
My brother-in-law—his younger brother—and my son Shekhar were playing together when suddenly Shekhar
screamed at the top of his voice and ran to me. The mother in me welled up.
“What is the matter?” I asked.
“Uncle has beaten me. He won’t let me play my turn and began beating me.”
The child had been slapped on the face. There were finger marks.
I was wild with rage. 1 shouted at my brother-in-law. He said unpleasant things to me. It was all unseemly, I
know, but it happened.
That night even fire was not lighted in the kitchen. He loved his brother very deeply. When he learnt what had
happened, he brooded over it for a long time and then merely said:
“How bitter is your love?”
He did not betray any anger. He said this and quietly walked away.
I do not know what came over me then. I ran up to him and caught hold of his sleeve:
“You must forgive me. It was all my mistake. I am sorry.”
He made no answer, and went into his room. Later, I heard a loud exchange of words between the two
brothers. I wanted to go in and beg the boy’s forgiveness. But I couldn’t. For many days afterwards the boy
remained glum and offended. Even I begged his forgiveness, he did not melt.
“Leave him alone. He will be all right,” my husband said.
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This incident brought us together again somewhat, and our relations became normal for some time. I spent
most of my time at home now, reading books. On his return from office he would invariably find me sitting on the
verandah or in the study.
One day, he walked into the study where I was reading a book.
“What are you reading?” he asked.
“It is a novel by Pradeep, his latest.”
“Oh.”
“It is very good. It deals with a woman's character who—”
“Must be your character.”
There was a sting in his words but I ignored it and said:
“How do you know? Have you read the book?”
“Is it necessary to read his books to know that? He is not capable of drawing any other character except
yours.”
“You are right. I live in every word that he writes; I breathe in every sentiment of his in every thought.”
While talking I must have lost myself in a reverie, for, when I came back to myself I saw that he was trembling
with rage. He got up and pushed the chair violently against the table. The vase on the table fell on the floor and
broke into pieces. He turned round and went towards the door, stamping the floor with his feet and then banged
the door.
I woke up, as it were, and ran after him.
“Listen to me. Listen to what I have to say.”
He was silent.
“I beg of you. Come back.”
“There is nothing to listen to. You have been deceiving me, betraying me every moment of your life. He is the
one you love.”
“Suresh, Suresh”—I called him by his name. He was a gazetted officer and I was his wife. Yet I called him by
his name. He came back and began to dash his head against the table.
“You don’t want me. You don’t love me … O … O!”
“What are you doing? What will the children think of it?”
“Children?”
He gnashed his teeth.
“They know everything. And they are not my children.”
“Suresh …” I cried out. “How could you say such a thing?”
“I shall say it again, a hundred times. They are not my children.”
With desperate effort I controlled myself.
“You are not yourself. You are excited. We will talk things over some other time.”
And I left him. But the moment I stepped out of the room, I saw Pradeep standing before me. I should have
been bewildered and angry but I only smiled:
“You?”
“I am leaving.”
And he turned round and left.
I wanted to cry out and stop him: to run after him and bring him back. But I neither shouted nor moved. Nor
did he stop. I kept looking at him till he disappeared from sight. Then I went back running into the room.
“Do you know—Pradeep was here just now.”
But I had been forestalled. Suresh was already holding a letter from Pradeep in his hand. It read:
Dear friend,
It’s on my account that the even tenor of your family life has been so roughly shaken. I am sorry
for it. But please believe me, I never desired it. Rashmi has not desired it either. I came to inform
you that I am leaving the town tomorrow, for good. My courage failed me to tell you of it
personally after what I saw and heard passing between you.
Good-bye!
Padeep

Neither of us uttered a word, but the tension between us relaxed. For a long time I felt that Pradeep would
come back. Wherever I went, I heard the sound of his laughter; saw his calm face; felt the gaze of his soft eyes. I
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saw him coming out of houses, from behind closed doors. It was all within my mind—I knew only too well that
he had gone away—but I felt calm and composed in my daily work. The day he left the town, I saw him going to
the railway station, buying the ticket, and boarding the train. He sat down on his berth and appeared to he lost in
his thoughts. He must have been thinking of me. Otherwise why should he have left the town? But while I was
thus thinking of him, my husband came in running:
“Rashmi, let’s go to the railway station.”
I was surprised:
“Why?” I asked.
“It is only proper that we should go and say good-bye to him.”
“I won’t go.”
“No?”
“You yourself said that Pradeep did not believe in formalities,” I reminded him.
“But I was wrong. He does believe in formalities.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“Because he came to call on us yesterday to say good-bye.”
I did not know that my husband was capable of hitting back so sharply.
“I won’t go.” I said firmly.
“I want you to go, Rashmi.”
“No, I won’t.”
He was again boiling with rage.
“It is because I am asking you that you refuse.”
“Do you think I would have gone otherwise?”
“Yes, you are yearning to go.”
And he left hastily. I merely looked on. I know that if I had gone with him, he would have made things
impossible for me. But why should I blame him? Am I not the real culprit? Why did I search out Pradeep? Why
did I fall in love with him? But who can answer the whys and wherefores of life? It is neither possible nor
necessary to know everything.
He went to the railway station, and on his return told me everything. That was not necessary, either, for I was
all the time there myself. I was with Pradeep even during his journey. Beyond that which belongs to my husband,
all else is Pradeep’s, will be with him always.
Many days have passed. My husband is pleased with me, because I am making desperate efforts to forget
myself in him. I play with him, tease him, provoke him, as though we were newly married lovers. One day,
returning fro.m office, he said:
“Have you heard? Pradeep has got married!”
“Really?”
“And he didn’t have the decency to invite us even.”
I merely laughed.
“Can’t we surprise him with a wedding present?”
“That would be insulting him,” I said.
His face grew hard.
“But we must send him a present.”
But before any present could be sent, my husband left on a tour of the South. When he returned, he was
running high fever. For two months he remained bed-ridden. Our house became a veritable hospital. I attended on
him night and day. Sometimes, when he felt better, he would hold my hand, caress it, and press it to his forehand
again and again. Once he said:
“How good you are to me!”
“It is your goodness that makes me good,” I said.
“Why, there is nothing good about me at all. I am a great sinner. I never understood you.”
His eyes were moist.
“You had better rest.”
“No, I must speak out. How much did I torment you on account of Pradeep? Now, the only thing that can make
me happy is that you should meet him again, read his books, invite him here, will you? I have full faith in you.”
“You shouldn’t talk. I know that you trust me. I have always trusted you.”
After a short pause he said:
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“Rashmi, please bring my pen and paper.”
“Pen and paper, why?”
“Please.”
I brought him pen and paper.
“Now write what I dictate.”
I obeyed.
“I declare that Rashmi is completely free to meet Pradeep. She can meet him even if I ask her not to, for 1
know that when I am well I begin to grow suspicious.”
Then he affixed his signature to it.
After he had signed the paper, I tore it up.
He felt cheated.
“What have you done?”
“It was mine, wasn’t? I could do as I pleased with it. Have I gone so low that I would let a piece of paper stand
between you and me?”
He shut his eyes. Tears trickled down his cheeks.
“I wish I could be bed-ridden always.”
“What nonsense are you talking?”
“I mean it.”
“Keep quiet or I shall go away from here.”
He became quiet, perhaps, because of the way I had spoken to him. Only, he kept caressing my hand for a long
time.
But despite all this, can I sincerely say that I had nothing to do with Pradeep?
He recovered. But then, I fell ill. And one day, lying in bed, I saw the doctors standing round my bed and
shaking their heads again and again. My husband looked alarmed. When the doctors left, I called my husband to
me:
“Why are you bothering about the doctors? I shall soon be well.”
At this he burst into tears.
“No, no,” I said, “you are a man. Look at me …”
One day, God knows under what fit of madness it was, I called my children to me and handed them over to my
husband. Could infatuation sink deeper? As though they had not been with their father all along. But who in this
world is free from infatuation?
I cannot write any more. All that I wish is to keep lying in bed and looking on, just looking on …
*
How can I tell you of my painful efforts to forget her, to lose myself in my work so that I could dismiss her
from my mind? And yet, she was present in every line that I wrote, Every time, she would emerge from my work
and say to me:
“What are you trying to do? Can you and I ever be separated? Not even the endless gulf of death can separate
us!”
At last, tired of my vain attempts, I married. But the shameless woman still filled my thoughts. Shameless?
Why, she was beyond the pale of shame or modesty.
I do not know what it was that prompted me one day to tell the whole story to Neeraja, my wife. I asked her:
“Is it not unusual?”
Neeraja is a good painter. She suddenly replied:
“No. What is unusual about it?”
“Her love for me, while she was married to someone else.”
Neeraja spoke in her calm, unruffled voice:
“What has it to do with her love for her husband? She had found her ideal in you. When the ideal is realized
there can be no duality. And where there is no duality, the body ceases to matter. In this sense you might call it
unusual. Otherwise the marital relations of husband and wife do not come in.”
Her words came like the glow of light through a bleak mist. With her hand resting in mine I kept looking into
her eyes for a long time. A hundred thoughts crossed my mind. I said:
“But Neeru, will I never be able to forget her?”
“It does not lie in your power to forget her. She is a part of your being.”
And then, rather abruptly, Neeru got up and left me. This was three years after our marriage. She was then the
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mother of one child. This sympathy of hers overwhelmed me. It is not that I had not looked at the matter in this
light, but the knowledge that Neeru too looked at it the way I did was an extremely pleasant surprise to me. This
brought us so much nearer to each other. Although I used to read out my compositions to her previously too, but
now it became a regular practice. She too would discuss the feelings and emotional content of each picture that
she painted. But I found that Rashmi still sat enthroned on the point of my pen. I spoke about it to Neeru.
“Can’t you come and replace her on my pen?”
She laughed mischievously.
“What do you mean?”
“I am your wife you know,” she said. “I can only be one thing—a wife or an inspiration.”
“Can’t a wife inspire one’s writing?”
“No, no, no. Don’t you know even this much?”
She reeled with laughter.
You might think that I must have felt embarrassed. No, I had known this all along. Only I wanted to get out of
the spell which Rashmi had cast over me. I wanted to dismiss her from my mind and come nearer to Neeru. But
with every attempt. I felt more drawn towards Rashmi and Neeru receded farther away.
Now she began to be present before me every second of my conscious life. From nowhere she would suddenly
appear and cover my eyes with her palms; she would take me by surprise by her sudden peals of laughter; she
would hold me in a close embrace and rock me sideways. At last I couldn’t bear it any longer. I decided that I
would go to her and face the consequences.
But before I could leave, I saw, one morning, Suresh standing at my door.
I couldn’t believe my eyes. With great difficulty I controlled my mental agitation.
“I have just arrived,” he said.
“Has some official business brought you to this town?”
“No. I have come to meet you.”
His sad countenance looked ominous to me. I suppressed my inquisitiveness and led him in. We tried to talk
but he was dreadfully lost in himself. On my part, I was breathlessly waiting for Rashmi’s news. But I could not
bring her name to my lips. At that time Neeru was not at home, which made the situation even worse.
He suddenly said:
“Rashmi is dead.”
I trembled from head to foot.
“She died two years ago, after a brief illness.”
“Two years ago?” I cried.
“Yes. I regret, that I … but there is nothing to regret. I deliberately kept the news from you.”
How can I describe what I felt at that time.
Has anyone ever seen the yawning Hell? But he was saying something. I heard him say:
“In fact she was not meant for this world. That is why I killed her. The crawling creature that I am, I killed
her.”
I shook from head to foot.
“You killed her?”
“Yes, I killed her with my suspicion and jealousies.”
Then he opened a small suitcase and brought forth a number of small, beautifully, wrapped packets. I noticed
that on each packet some words were written in Rashmi’s own hand. I picked up one packet. The words were:
I am a witness of every move of yours leading to your marriage. Can you run away and hide yourself from me? To
run away implies infatuation, dear friend. This packet too is a symbol of infatuation. But who said that I was sending it
to you? You have not sent an intimation of your marriage: so why should I insult you by sending you a gift?

The second packet contained the words:
It is not necessary to send any information to me. I have already kissed the golden curls of your new-born child. And
I can see that he resembles me more than either of you.

The third packet contained some letters. One letter read:
I once told you that lust for possession is even stronger than bodily lust. Don’t you agree with me that renunciation
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is only another name for this lust for possession? I have heard the echoes of this in your new books.

In another letter, she had written:
Dear Friend,
I had a long conversation with you today. In your short story ‘Nishedh’ I am Sharada and you are Nirodh, isn’t that
so? While reading through the discussion, I had a long argument with you. But such arguments are a confession of
weakness. A discussion implies winning or losing and a desire to guide others. Thus it is only an expression of one’s
ego. But what can we do? We are but mortals, creatures of this earth
But tell me, why couldn’t Sharada live in this world? Does it mean that I too shall have to die?

The third letter said:
Dear Friend,
I am tending my husband in his illness these days. He is now extremely pleased with you. He wants me to go and
meet you. How can I tell him that I do not have to go anywhere to meet you. But I have come to realize that it is
impossible to be free of duality in this world. Here the principle is of domination by one. Here the wealth is not
distributed but kept in iron safes. How can I keep my treasure shut up in a box? I will follow the path of Sharada.

This appears to have been her last letter, for the echoes of her approaching end were to be heard in it.
“What did she die of?” I asked her husband.
“Haven’t I told you already?”
“I want to know the whole truth.”
Suresh looked sharply at me and said:
“The day man knows the whole truth, the world will come to an end. Too much inquisitiveness leads to death,
Pradeep.”
I looked at him intently. He was smiling. Oh, that tortured smile! I said to him very humbly:
“I am sorry, I made a mistake. I don’t want to know anything.” I became timid, abject and humble.
He looked at me and his eyes moistened.
Just then, Neeraja came in. My child Meehar was with her.
On seeing her, Suresh looked surprised:
“Whose child is this?”
“She is my daughter.”
“Rashmi must have resembled her when she was her age.”
When Neeru learnt of Rashmi's death, she kept looking at us for a while, then said:
“No, she is not dead. She is alive and will live on for ever.”
Suresh paid little attention to what she said. He was lost in his own thoughts. A moment later he said:
“Can I come and live with you sometimes?”
“You will always be welcome.”
A second later he said to Neeru:
“Can you draw me a picture of your child?”
“If you like—”
“But no. This will be infatuation. Naked infatuation. It will be a deception, a farce.”
“Then he left, abruptly. He did not stop even to say good-bye. All my efforts to detain him were of no avail.
We never met ever afterwards. He never even wrote.
One day I chanced to see him in Bombay. It was evening when I saw him alight from a car near the beach.
With him was a lady in beautiful clothes. I saw them from a distance, but I am convinced that they were husband
and wife.
It was then that for the first time, in the sinking light of that evening, the thought of Rashmi filled my eyes with
tears.
1913
70.14 Kali Raat\fn{by Aziz Ahmad (1913-1978)} Bara Banki, Bara Banki District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 8
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The\fn{A note says that the title means: Dark Night.} Grand Trunk Express train was late by ten hours. The anxiety of
those waiting at the Secunderabad station was mounting. Their hearts beat faster when, finally, the signal fell. At
last the train, with the two compartments that had been detached from the Grand Trunk Express and were bound
for Hyderabad, arrived. The three brothers leaped towards the compartment which had the sign Hyderabad
displayed on it. Its windows were shut. Something was not right. They didn’t see anyone’s face peeping out.
When the train stopped with a jolt, the compartment door which hadn’t been securely shut fell open.
The youngest of the three brothers rushed into the compartment through the open door. A broken wicker basket
lay inside the wire-net above. There was no other baggage. There wasn’t any human being inside either; only
bloodstains, on the floor, the seats, the wooden walls, everywhere. It was thick, black, clotted blood, overlaid by
dust and soot that had settled on it along the way.
By now the other two brothers had also looked in and seen the sight. Keeping up their fight against
hopelessness, they thought maybe their family had missed the train at Delhi. They started reading the names of the
passengers who had traveled in that compartment. The names were legible on the dust-covered card outside:
Mr. Baqar Ali Khan
Mrs. Baqar Ali Khan
Miss Baqar Ali Khan
Mr. Sikandar Ali Khan
And nearby, on the first class coupe, the card clearly showed the names of the bride and the groom: Mr. and
Mrs. Tahawwar Ali Khan. Some railway officer had mercifully locked the coupe door.
The guard arrived and explained that there had been an attack on the Grand Trunk Express between Delhi and
Mathura. The hearts of the three brothers sank. Sometimes when the shock is too great, its effect is not felt
immediately. At first the senses are dulled and the brain registers nothing. Hope wants to keep its tiny lamp lit
against the certainty of hopelessness. The brothers thought, perhaps their names went up on the cards but they
never boarded the train.
Having sent wires to a few friends in Delhi, and return telegrams to the High Commissioner of Pakistan and to
a high official in the Indian government, they decided that the youngest of the brothers, Ghazanfar, should fly to
Delhi to look for whatever clues could be found.
While they were inside the station telegraph office sending telegrams, a Sikh was inquiring from a clerk:
“Babuji, from which platform does the train for Bangalore leave?”
The clerk mumbled something to him in a hurry. The Sikh’s clothes were soiled, his turban and hair full of
dust. He wore a salwar-kameez, loose baggy clothes, and had a cotton band tied around his middle; a scimitar
hung from it. Going at a leisurely pace, he walked up to another Sikh who looked much like him and said
something to him in Punjabi. Then the two of them picked up their cloth pouches and nudged the two veiled and
bent female forms who stood close by. They began moving.
Two secret service men had been watching them for some time. Now, accompanied by two railway policemen,
they approached them.
“Sardarji, you’re Sikhs. Why do you have these veiled women with you?” one policeman asked.
One Sikh answered rudely, in Punjabi, “Our women observe purdah.”
The secret service men were not satisfied. They had already got in touch with their Inspector and told the
Sikhs: “We want to have a word with these women.”
This time the Sikh answered in Urdu,
“Our women speak Punjabi. They don’t know Urdu.”
This started an argument. One secret service man went and brought the Assistant Station Master, a Punjabi,
who questioned the women in Punjabi; but they didn’t respond.
The Inspector arrived and ordered the women sent to the ladies’ waiting room. There, when their veils were
removed, two beautiful young girls emerged who had been gagged, and had had their hands tied in the back. One
of them swooned right there; the other looked at the other women in the waiting room through eyes dazzled by
light and asked for water. Then the two girls told their woeful tale.
They were from a zamindar-land-owning-family in Ferozepur. One evening there were rumors of trouble
brewing. At night, shouts of “Sat Sri Akal” were heard. Swords and daggers were brandished. There was noise of
fighting. Their father and all the brothers were killed. These two girls became the booty. After that the Sikhs had
been dragging them from city to city, all over the place.
Because of the use of force by the police, the two Sikhs also confessed. They were brothers, both cabinetmakers from near Chaklala, Rawalpindi. They were friends with the Muslims. Then the disturbances began. Those
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who were their friends looted their house, dishonored their women. Amid sobs, one Sikh said that they hacked off
his wife’s breasts right before his eyes. Then their journey, and that of the rest of the Sikhs, all of them hurting and
wounded, began, a journey spread over thousands of miles, a journey of hunger, want and death. They crossed the
borders of independent Pakistan and entered independent India. There, the plundering and pillaging was going on
in full swing near Ferozepur. They too joined in and walked away with the spoils, these two girls. They had heard
that Bangalore was known for its good furniture-making. So they were headed that way.
None of the three brothers ate or slept that night. The little sleep they did have was no different from being
awake. Everything seemed vague and uncertain. The Indian newspapers had treated the trouble in Delhi as a
minor disturbance. Pakistan Radio was being circumspect. Only the BBC was giving the full story in all its
terrifying details, but the Indians were bewailing the perfidy of the BBC; it had turned an ordinary incident in
Delhi into a catastrophe. Be that as it may, the three brothers were unable to deal with the events in Delhi
dispassionately. This time their blood circulation, their pulse and their nerves had been affected. Earlier that year,
there were disturbances in Calcutta and in Bombay. Actually, Ghazanfar was in Bombay when the riots broke out.
He was coming out of a cinema hall when the stones started flying from all directions—Hindu stones, Muslim
stones, stones from the atheists’ camp, stones from the believers’ corner. One flew past him, about half an inch
away from the wind-screen. He pressed hard on the accelerator, actually feeling more afraid of soda-water and
acid bottles than stones, and invoked the name of the Caliph Ali to help him, as Muslims often do in times of
trouble and difficulty. In any case, the worst that happened at that time was that some of the buses were made to
take an alternate route; the “B” route buses went via the Marine Drive. The passengers felt some sea breeze on
their faces. That was it. The riots were limited to the back streets.
Then there were disturbances in the Punjab. Till that time they were five, not three brothers. How happy they
were that Muslims had beaten the daylights out of the Sikhs and Hindus. What a fine performance! It was all the
doing of the Punjab Muslim League, of Nawab Iftikhar Hussain Khan Mamdot. Well, if not his, then of Mian
Iftikhar-ud-Din, or of Begum Shah Nawaz and of Sir Feroz Khan Noon’s English wife. Oh, what a courageous
woman she had turned out to be! It was not her doing? All right, then, of Major Khurshid Anwar! In any case, it
was the doing of the Punjabi Muslims. As the poet Mohammad Iqbal had said in his poem, and so on and so forth.
When Ghazanfar was in Lahore in April, the Muslims seemed awesome, but the Hindus and Sikhs were not
sitting passively either. They were preparing for a counter-attack. He went to visit Saroop Shori’s film studio on
Multan Road, about seven miles out of Lahore. He was not really interested in the studio as much as he was in
that girl, Kuljeet Kaur, who had replaced Manorama in the movies. Poor Shori’s older studio had burnt down, and
he had built a new one. Some appreciation of his efforts was certainly in order. Was his wife still as jealous of the
film actresses as she had been earlier on?
Anyway, Saroop invited him to dinner the next day, in a small restaurant, what was its name, on the Mall. That
was where Ghazanfar had met that extraordinary couple, Saeed and, that Sikh girl Sheila whom he had married
fifteen years ago.
Whatever Sheila’s claim to fame—her hysteria, her Girton education, her Cambridge veneer, her inter-faith
marriage, her married life—the previous few weeks’ fighting in which her husband’s tribesmen, the Muslims, had
scored a temporary victory over her father’s, the Sikhs—had played havoc with it. She knew that Ghazanfar was a
Muslim, though perhaps only in name, but she insisted on ordering pork. Then she asked Ghazanfar what kind of
a Muslim he was, one who only believed in or one who also practiced his faith. At one point she said that for her
holidays that year she was going to Kulu valley where there was a boarding house in which, “Thank Heaven,”
only the upper class Hindu and Sikh families were allowed to stay. She also said:
“Sometimes I suspect Saeed to be a Muslim Leaguer, even though, you know we do not believe in any
religion. We had a civil marriage.” Later on, when they were talking about a well-known Muslim girl, she said:
“Do you know she wanted to marry Saeed? But I took him away. The Sikhs always get what they’re after!”
It was also at that dinner that Ghazanfar met Romesh Chandar—(“I’m not the Romesh Chandar who writes
articles for People’s Age; he’s the one in Bombay. But I’m also a Party Member. Come to our office some day.”)
Saroop’s wife was asking, “Brother, what do you think of non-violence? If one party perpetrates violence, should
the other reciprocate or remain non-violent?”—poor woman, eternally jealous of the vulgar attractions of Saroop’s
disgruntled actresses!
Conversing with his graduate wife, Romesh Chandar suddenly turned to Ghazanfar and said: “Today, some
people came to see me. They said they wanted to take revenge on the Muslims; they were asking for contributions
—anything, even four annas. At first I tried to reason with them, but when they refused to understand, I told them,
my salary was thirty rupees a month. What did they think I could give them out of that?”
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During their talk someone used the word Nihang. Ghazanfar Inquired what that was. Romesh told him:
“That’s a sect among the Sikhs, a little more extremist than the others. Do you know what they say about the
Amritsar disturbances? They claim that when the Muslims attacked, they were busy with one of their festivals, or
they would have taught the Muslims a lesson.”
Romesh laughed at the cumulative stupidity of India. Mrs. Saeed, the Sikh lady, said:
“And now we have to listen to the claim that even Muslims can be brave!”
“Violence or non-violence?”
“You know, I heard it with my own ears in the Pakistan Times office; Sardar Shaukat Hayat Khan was telling
Mian Iftikhar-ud-Din, the owner of the paper, that the Sikhs had purchased jeeps and lorries worth over a million
rupees.”
“Patiala …”
“Bahawalpur …”
“We had decided never to hire a tonga—all tonga-drivers in Lahore are Muslims.”
“Kuljeet Kaur—”
“No coffee. Nothing for me, thank you.”
And when he was traveling by train to Simla, Ghazanfar had used a fictitious name, DeSilva; that was why
Lalaji, the other passenger, had casually talked to him about all their preparations:
“We’ll only fight a defensive battle in Lahore, but from Amritsar to Delhi, that’s where we’ll teach them a
lesson they won’t forget for centuries to come.”
In Simla, everyone knew Ghazanfar’s real name, but Lalaji kept on addressing him as Mr. DeSilva. It was
lucky that no one called Ghazanfar by his real name, or poor Lalaji would have had a fit. He had revealed all of
his party’s plans to an enemy.
Like his brothers, Ghazanfar too couldn’t sleep that night. The compartment of the Grand Trunk Express was
coated with the blood of his parents and brothers: yet he was thinking about Saroop Shori’s party and the stories
he had heard about the preparations for the second wave of disturbances in the Punjab. How meaningless and
absurd all this was! But his mind went on thinking irrelevant and ambiguous thoughts. He thought of Amjad, the
nationalist, who called himself a “free Muslim.” (Once, when somebody had asked Ghazanfar what a free Muslim
was, he answered: one who is free of all family ties.) In the last days of August, when the same Amjad had said,
“What do you say now to the way the Hindus and Sikhs are butchering your Muslim brothers in East Punjab?”
Ghazanfar’s blood began to boil. He became Amjad’s sworn enemy. The thought of his parents and brothers stared
at him again; again there was the train compartment, the bloodstains, the dust that had settled on the stains, on the
cards, on their names …”
*
Of all the trains in India, there’s none as hopeless as the Grand Trunk Express. Just as Turkey is known as the
sick man of Europe, this Great Indian Peninsula Express can be known as the sick woman of all the Indian trains.
Whenever there is any trouble or political crisis, this train is most affected. It owes its existence to Sir Akbar
Haidari, as do a number of other stupid things in the State of Deccan. For some time after the tracks were laid, it
did wend its slow way from Mangalore to Peshawar via Madras. But then the companies in the far north and south
got tired of its crawling pace, and its run was limited to between Madras and Delhi. But every step of the way, it
still moved like a sick person; whenever and wherever there was a train crossing, it would be made to wait like a
beggar for the other train on some small, unknown station. Don’t even mention what happened to it during the
turmoil of 1942. At times it was late by as much as twenty-four hours. Was it even conceivable that mother India
was in the grip of the independence fever, and the Grand Trunk Express was not affected by it?
Reaching Old Delhi railway station, Meer Baqar Ali Khan and his family heaved a sigh of relief. Now there
was hope of getting out of Delhi alive. Their train to the Deccan was waiting at platform 9. The station was, no
doubt, affected by the happenings in the city, but not too much. There were lots of policemen on the station; their
presence was heartening. Cheap novels and journals were, as usual displayed on the Wheeler bookstall. The
coolies were pushing baggage carts as they had always done. Soldiers from the Madras regiment were eating their
lentils and rice on leaf-plates. The platform was, as always, stained with spit and vomit and other such
compounds. Looking at the green compartments of the E. I. R., and the air-conditioned coaches of the B. B. & C.
I., one could sense that civilization was on its last legs here as well. The seats for the whole family were reserved.
They had had nothing to eat or drink for the past couple of days; at the station at least they found something to
eat. No doubt a few Sikhs and some blackguards, probably of the Rashtriya Sevak Sangh, were hanging about the
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train, but they would not be able to do anything now. In a few minutes the train would move, and they would be
out of their reach.
It was a miracle that they had escaped. In the last couple of days they had heard and seen a lot, each incident
more brutal and outrageous than the other. Each one of them had chosen one of the dozens or so stories they had
heard as the culminating point of the nightmare they were going through.
Soldiers of the Baluch Regiment, who had pulled them out of the claws of death, had told innumerable stories.
Sakina had been shaken and horrified. She was the Miss Baqar Ali Khan of the compartment card, twenty years
old—six years older than the conventional beloved of Urdu classical poetry. In those six years she had done her
B.A., and was now preparing for a degree in teaching. She would often wonder, during the time of disturbances, if
it was fun being abducted, as it was in Ibsen’s\fn{ Henrik Johan Ibsen (1828-1906), Norwegian dramatist .} Helgeland. But
then she heard additional details of the abductions and all thought of fun vanished. For example, one soldier was
telling her father, in her presence, that the abductors after raping women often cut off their breasts, or slit open
their stomachs with scimitars. Sometimes it also happened that a woman's husband, father or brother was killed in
front of her; then, some of his organs were hacked off and shoved into the woman's mouth. How decent the
Vikings in Ibsen's Helgeland were, in contrast! They would abduct women and, then take them in small peacocklike boats for a tour of America—from where Hollywood movies, syphilis germs and American tourists hadn’t yet
come to the old world.
Sikandar had been particularly affected by one incident. Two sisters were left by themselves in a small house
on Meer Daad Road. Abeda’s husband was killed just outside the door of his house. She was pregnant, so she
couldn’t escape quickly. But, Zaheda, the younger one, ran up to the roof and crouching behind a parapet kept
watching what was going on below. A few of the attackers were busy ransacking the house, while seven or eight
wilder ones, all with beards and turbans, crowded about Abeda. They tore off her clothes on the terrace. She was
pregnant, but one after the other, they disgraced themselves with her. She cried and screamed until she couldn’t
anymore. Her tears dried up and her eyes became still. She lay there senseless and motionless. Zaheda couldn’t
bear to watch what they were doing to her sister, yet she kept on watching. And when at last all seven or eight of
them were through with her, one of them took out his scimitar and in one gash cut her open from her genitals to
her neck, even though one or two of the others kept dissuading him. The world reeled before Zaheda’s eyes. As
soon as she was able to recover, she made up her mind that she wouldn’t let those murderers take her alive. But
how to fall so as not to stay alive? She looked at Abeda. Even though she was her sister, her own dear sister, how
disgusting she looked lying there, all drenched in blood! Zaheda made another quick decision. The terrace was
made of concrete; if she jumped down headlong, her head would smash, but none of those beasts would be able to
touch her. And that was what she did. Her head smashed in the fall. One of the victors said something to the other
about that “pretty girl.” The other swore at him and said her face wasn’t even recognizable; how the hell did he
know she was pretty?
When the Baluchi soldiers came to evacuate the two sisters, it was already too late. Sikander had named those
two unknown girls Abeda and Zaheda. They could have had any other names: Asghari, Akbari, Jamal Ara, Husn
Ara, Naheed Jehan, Khurshid Jehan—any would have done. The important thing was that they be kept alive in
human memory.
The train stopped between Delhi and Mathura. Actually it was forced to. But trains had stopped many times
before: sometimes because the signal hadn’t been given, sometimes because of the water-buffaloes crossing the
tracks, sometimes even because of someone having pulled the emergency cord. What had happened? Was it a
festival? It seemed like one. Hundreds of men, who looked like highwaymen, were brandishing their shiny
scimitars. The Rashtriya Sevak Sangh people were working as the train crew. Their most important duty was to
pull the Muslims off the train. It looked as if thousands of insects had come out of the bushes and had been
transformed into human beings. Shouts of “Jai Hind” and “Sat Sri Akal, Jai Bali Dev;” noises of the game hunt;
calls of the beaters, the hunters, the butchers, the goats; cries of those who refused to get off the train, of those
who were being lanced or stabbed—all were mixed up.
Tahawwar had locked the coupe door from inside. There were knocks and curses! His new bride, married only
a week ago, clung to him. It was like the wedding on the battlefield of Karbala; dozens of elegies by the poets
Anees and Dabeer came to mind. “Islam is reborn after every Karbala,” a poet had said, but this time there were
no signs of any rebirth, nor even any hope of it. The glass of the window broke with a loud clink. The tinsel dust
in the parting of the bride’s hair was now mixed with big beads of perspiration. She was shuddering with fear.
Now only the Venetian window remained between the wild animals outside and Tahawwar and his bride.
Tahawwar took out his revolver from his bag.
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“Even as I die, I’ll take a few of them with me. Can’t bring dishonor to the name of Nizam-ul-Mulk Asaf Jab’s
army, can I?” he said wryly. There were only four bullets left. With what difficulty had he saved that revolver in
Delhi! In the next assault the venetian window carne down. A person looked inside and commanded Tahawwar to
get down from the train. Tahawwar rebuffed him insolently. Another Sikh attacked; his scimitar grazed
Tabawwar’s left hand. Tahawwar fired twice, one after the other. Two persons fell, but two bullets were gone too.
Some other people rushed towards his compartment. From the open window he saw a few people dragging his
sister away. He lurched forward and pulled the Venetian shut. The attackers outside once again got busy trying to
bring the Venetian down.
“Batool,” he called his wife.
She looked at him. She was shivering all over. A week ago her shivers were of love and passion; today they
were of fear of death.
“You’re not afraid of dying, are you? These people won’t let you live anyway,” he said.
“I’m only afraid for my honor,” was all she said.
“There are still two bullets left.”
She nodded.
The attack on the Venetian window became more intense. He applied the entire weight of his body to the
Venetian and opened his arms. His bride came in his embrace. He brushed his lips against hers and said gently:
“I give you in the care of the Prince of the Nobles, peace be upon him.”
“God look after you.”
“God look after you.”
He placed the muzzle on her temple and pulled the trigger. Her arms that had circled his neck suddenly fell.
Blood mixed with bits of brain tissue shot out. He couldn’t bear to watch. How beautiful she had been only a few
moments ago. I loved her, and I destroyed her. At the same time, despite all the weight he had put on the Venetian,
it fell and a scimitar went through his ribs from behind. The attacking Sikh swore at him; he leaned inside the
window and undid the bolt from inside. The vandalizing of the baggage began. The last bullet in Tahawwar’s
revolver remained unused.
His father’s compartment fared worse. When the Sikhs entered it, they first attacked Sikandar. He fell down
wounded. Then they killed Meer Baqar Ali Khan’s wife, and then him. When a Sikh raised his scimitar to kill
Sakina, a valiant Rashtriya Sevak Sangh warrior said:
“Don’t, brother. She is such a pretty girl. We shall purify her. Hey, girl, want to come with us?”
The girl was clinging to her mother’s body and crying. Her clothes were drenched with the mother’s blood.
The Rashtriya Sevak Sangh warrior and his companion dragged her away to the bushes.
*
Was he dead or alive? His consciousness of being alive was so faint that he couldn’t be sure. Lying near the
doorway of the compartment, his body was obstructing the looters. So someone had dragged him out and left him
for dead near the tracks. His consciousness was so faint that he barely felt alive. He tried moving his right arm. It
wouldn’t. Perhaps he’d never be able to use it again. A continuous hammering went on inside his head, and there
was nothing but darkness before his eyes. In that dark night he could discern the outlines of shrubs and thickets
standing around like midget-sized demons. Despairing of the right arm, he tried moving the left. With his will
power he was able to raise it and keep it raised for a while, but soon it fell down lifeless. It fell on something that
felt like fiber strings. It was the beard of some corpse. Involuntarily, he moved his hand on the corpse’s face, eyes
and lips.
At that very moment he heard the howl of the jackals. So now man’s guests had also arrived. What a grand
feast had been laid for them! For the first time he felt a wave of fear travel from one end of the spine to the other.
When your right arm has revolted against you, your left is not fully in your control, and your legs are perhaps
entangled in some dead woman’s hair, how are you going to fight the sharp teeth of the jackals? The scimitars
would .have been better!
There were four or five stars in the sky and the dark night was beautiful, infernally beautiful like a wanton
woman. Her black aspect had overshadowed the entire blood-soaked scene. He began thinking. How had the rest
of his family fared? The hammering going on in his head became more intense. There was so much anguish, so
much sorrow. But this pain and suffering did reach a limit, after which all consciousness was dulled. And what
became of all of them? Of his brother, sister, sister-in-law, parents? So many dead bodies lay about in that dark
night. Which one was whose? He tried to move his head to look. The pain was excruciating, as if someone had
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twisted his neck. And then he heard a rumble, heavier than the howls of the jackals. Perhaps it was another train.
Perhaps there were going to be new murderers and fresh victims.
No, it wasn’t that. It was a small army train that had come to remove the wounded and the dead. He saw the
headlight of the engine. The engine seemed to be driving on tracks inside his head. There was an explosion in his
head, and the wave of consciousness disappeared again.
Two lanterns stopped near him. He was unconscious. The doctor said he wasn’t dead. Unbeknown to him, he
was taken away from there on a stretcher.
*
The dark night, the wayward, wanton night, laid out in its blood-soaked beauty, spread all the way from
Peshawar to Saharanpur. On such dark nights, the sons of enslaved India used to visit the upper-story flats of the
prostitutes. Now, from Peshawar to Saharanpur, no one needed to go to a prostitute’s flat any longer; the woman
who was bought with money could now be had with the sword. And you could have hundreds, thousands, tens of
thousands, to make love to, to hate, to show your humanity to, to terrorize—to do whatever you wished. One
cannot do without a woman, but no one needed her children any longer; they had been put to eternal sleep with
spears, bayonets, daggers and swords.
And suddenly the dark, wanton, errant night moved, showing the tinsel dust of stars in the parting of her hair. It
stretched itself in a yawn. The breeze blew; there was a rustle in the leaves of the shrubs. The night introduced
herself to the dead bodies.
Do you recognize me? I have been around since the middle ages and even before. You were conceived in my
womb. Then you were born; you crawled on all fours. Playing and reading and writing, you grew up and became
adults. You married. You told many lies, cheated your companions and yourself. And tonight, you lie in my lap, in
a sleep from which you will never wake up.
Not just because I am ancient, historical or eternal; because I am also Walpurgis night, when ghosts and
goblins dance and witches ride the broomsticks and go on a tour of the upper regions of the sky. I am Walpurgis
night, still in her prime. You haven’t seen much yet. You all perished in a common wayside accident. I am the
magical night; I am the black tresses of an Indian beloved, the iris of her eyes; I am the pitch dark night of the
eastern poets; I am the night of parting, of separation. I cannot even begin to describe what I have seen with my
thousand eyes—in Multan, Rawalpindi, Lahore, Amrltsar, Jullundar, Gurgaon, Delhi and Dehra Dun, and what
more is still there for me to see.
In the hospital, Sikandar’s neck wound was bandaged. He had a 105 degree fever. His subconscious began
climbing the ladder of that dark night, going from one planet to another, from one darkness to another, until he
reached the final rung of the ladder. But the sky was still far.
Humbly and earnestly, he repeated a line from a German Christmas carol to the Walpurgis night: Heilige
Nacht, Schon Nacht—Holy Night, Beautiful Night. A ray of light shone brightly on the hospital wall. Perhaps that
ray had emanated from his own brain. He stood at the top rung of the ladder which was swinging in the air. Then
the night handed him the witch’s broom. He saw many corpses astride witches’ broomsticks flying towards the
blueness of the sky. But he did not want to follow them. No, he had to go the other way, towards the earth.
He was wrapped all around in a plaster cast. He couldn’t turn in bed. He did so in his imagination and went to
sleep pressing a pillow between his knees and holding on to the bed-frame. His subconscious took leave of his
sick body for a while, and, like the dark night, stretching itself in a yawn, merged in the subconscious of the
common man.
Now, once again, he stood on the top rung of the ladder swinging in the air, afraid that the ladder might give
way any minute. The witches’ broomsticks were nowhere in sight. The corpses riding them seemed to have
reached their destination. All birds sat within their dovecotes, cooing peacefully; only he hung on to the ladder,
swinging and fearful of falling.
And the common man’s subconscious sent his sick subconscious back to him in the hospital, and alone began
swinging on the ladder. How many centuries, how much effort had it taken him to get to the top of the ladder!
How many implements had he devised, how many incarnations he had gone through, but now this ladder was
swinging, about to fall down, anywhere between Peshawar and Hiroshima.
In that dreaded moment, when the ladder was about to give way, the common man made the confession:
“I am human; I am the one who has climbed the ladder of evolution and reached so high. Millions of life forms
emanated from the core of life, each to reach a limit and stop; I alone was able to go on moving, going beyond
limits, leaving instinct behind and following the road of reason, sloughing off my thick skin, making clothes,
worshipping snakes and killing them, taming bulls, horses, steam, electricity and the atom. But in the process I
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made myself my own slave. I achieved so much, yet I am so helpless. Right now, a special train full of Hindu and
Sikh refugees is coming from Gujranwala. I am traveling on that train, moving towards freedom, self-will and
security. Yet I am also the one firing on that train with my Sten guns and machine guns. My will engenders all
postulates, all calculations, all actions, which enable me to harness nature; yet it is also my will which makes the
sword descend, which creates darkness, and reduces everything to nothingness in an instant.”
And then man’s volition, his action, strength and imagination spread their roots all through the universe.
“Not only light but all kinds of energy—from heat, electricity, magnetism—has mass. But more important,
matter and energy are equivalent and interchangeable.”
Having said this, Einstein’s student became silent.
What energy? Which matter? A train full of Muslim refugees was moving from one dark corridor to another.
The army officer guarding the train told his Subedar-Major that there was a girl in the next compartment whom he
found very beautiful. At the next station, the Subedar-Major, with the help of a few soldiers, brought over that
twenty-year-old girl for his boss and another girl, a tawny 17-18 year-old, for himself. Their families could do
nothing but swear at them and cry. And when the train had reached its destination across the border, the doctors on
duty who examined the girls found that their bodies were sore all over.
Beware! Some day these jointed creatures—these ants, these bees, these spiders—will overcome man!
“Moral virtues are produced in us neither by Nature nor against Nature. (If they were produced by Nature,
their reception would have posed no difficulty; and if they were contrary to Nature, their reception would have
been impossible.) Nature, indeed, prepares in us the ground for their reception (moral goodness being a potential
faculty), but their complete formation is the product of habit (not teaching or knowledge).”
Oh, so that’s what it is! And who are you? Ah! Aristotle.\fn{ Greek philosopher (384-322BC).} All right. Come with
me. Let us make a round of man’s moral, virtues. This is a street in India’s capital, Delhi. Do you see those?
Those are soldiers, and ten, twelve or fifteen naked Muslim girls are walking behind them. Their lips are parched,
their hair tangled, their bare feet scalded. Some among them are those who hadn’t ever stepped outside of their
houses. Let alone their bodies, no stranger had even seen their faces before. Their bodies are graceful, wellformed and full of youth. They were called the daughters of the nobility. They were kept cooped up like hens so
that they could produce more children of the nobility. Do you see them now, Aristotle? What is this? Why have
you covered your eyes with your hands? And one quick-witted girl, who must have been pert even before, turned
towards Aristotle and said:
“Look! Take a good look at us. Hundreds have defiled us. Come, why don’t you do it too?”
In the field of Kurukshetra, Krishna taught Arjuna the way of action. He told him:
“I am the One source of all: the evolution of all comes from me. The wise think this and they worship me in
adoration of love. Their thoughts are on me, their life is in me, and they give light to each other. For ever they
speak of my glory; and they find peace and joy. To those who are ever in harmony, and who worship me with their
love, I give the Yoga of vision.”
Hundreds of thousands of Hindu refugees were gathered in the same field of Kurukshetra, like ants or termites.
Cholera and other diseases were rampant there. It was a flood of people that had gathered together from various
streams and rills. And here its flow had been stopped as if by means of a dike. These people had walked all the
way. During the day as they walked, they were attacked; at night while they rested, they were attacked. Their
children were slaughtered, their young men butchered, their women taken away from them. Then they crossed the
border. Now, they were in the jurisdiction of Sardar Patel and the Maharaja of Patiala. Now, they walked during
the day and attacked and ambushed others, slaughtered their children, butchered their young men, and abducted
their women. As the locusts devastate thousands of miles of land, these people had destroyed the humanity,
morality and civilization of India.
These people had starved. Bread was dropped for them from the sky. Now, in this temporary city of theirs—the
battlefield of the Kauravas and Pandavas—their souls were starving amidst filth, stench and putrefaction. One
camp officer said to an old friend, an army man:
“I’ve had it with these people. Someone’s daughter was going to the toilet when somebody fondled her breasts.
He came with a complaint. Somebody raped another’s wife, and he brought a complaint. Somebody overturned
the cart owned by someone of his own sect; so there was the hassle with the police.”
The night, the wanton, errant night, once again stretched itself in a yawn, and the stars in the parting of her hair
began disappearing one by one. And then man’s subconscious lowered the ladder, on which he was swinging, into
a well stuffed with corpses. Some corpse might want to climb up the rungs of the ladder and go to the top. Then,
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man’s subconscious merged once again in Sikandar’s; he lay on the hospital bed, all plastered and burning with
105 degree fever, imagining himself turning in the magnificent vastness of the bed.
*
Hoping against hope, Ghazanfar left the very next day for Delhi in the Deccan Airways plane. This
conflagration had been set by our national leaders. What did we get from this independence, this partition, this
Pakistan, this India? Acharya—what a great name! Go ahead, incite more people. Didn’t even bother to think that
Genghis Khan and Halaku Khan were not Muslims. They were murderers of Muslims. What sense did it make to
threaten to follow in their footsteps? And the other day, Mian Bashir Ahmad was sitting exasperated, resting his
forehead on his hand, for there was an argument going on between the President and the Organizer of the Punjab
League, about who should contribute more towards the fund to counter the riots. Consequently, no one had
contributed anything.
Remembering this and other incidents, he smiled at times, and the pain of the memory of his parents and
brother and sister, lessened a little.
While nodding off in the plane, Ghazanfar thought: did those millions die so that the politicians might rule
these countries—Pakistan and India? That they should have fun while human beings were massacred; my own
parents, my brother and sister.
The plane began its descent. Below, the Narmada flowed peacefully like an open sewer. A mountain appeared
under the plane and shot out of sight. Then the pond in Bhopal showed itself like a large sapphire. Then came
Gwalior, and then Delhi.
Ghazanfar didn’t waste a minute after arriving in Delhi. He had many friends in the Government of India. He
stayed with a Hindu friend. He visited the site of the carnage where he identified the dead bodies of his father,
mother, Tahawwar and Batool. Mangled and rotting bodies. Sakina could not be found. About 200 yards from the
tracks, under a bush lay the abused and bruised body of a young woman. Before finishing with her, as she .lay
unconscious, the beasts had smashed her head and face with a huge stone. She was unrecognizable. Ghazanfar,
who for the past fifteen years had always seen his sister in silks, could not have recognized that naked girl.
Then months later, when Khwaja Shahab-ud-din’s statement about a graduate girl living as a servant and a
mistress in an illiterate potter’s house appeared in the newspapers, the hearts of the three brothers beat fast for a
moment. But then they realized that the girl was in Kapurthala. She was surely a Punjabi girl who must have been
repatriated to Pakistan.
Then Ghazanfar went to the hospital where he saw his brother who was unconscious, suffering from delirium
because of the injury to his head and neck.
Alexander the Great! Aristotle’s student. Seeing the naked girls in the soldiers’ wake, Aristotle had covered his
eyes. Thousands of years ago, he had bred Great Alexander to subdue the world. Aristotle; Alexander; Nietzsche’s
Overman.
Dark night arrived again, wanton, gorgeous, devilishly beautiful; tinsel glitter of stars in the parting of her hair;
the pendant of the moon on her forehead! Man, standing on the top rung of the ladder, lifted his hands towards the
sky and proclaimed the Overman. Let it be known that in himself the Overman challenges all of reality. In his
spiritual self, he challenges divine reality; in his physical self, the reality of the senses. In his creative self, he is
face to face with the heavens.
From the ladder of evolution, man was looking skyward.
Look at me, he said. I am the message of the lightning. I am the big raindrop fallen from the clouds. The
lightning is the herald of the Overman. In a place of worship, about which one couldn’t be sure whether it was a
mosque, a Hindu temple, a gurdwara, or a church, a woman’s corpse lay rotting. And in that part of her anatomy
from where human beings are born, and from where Overman himself is born, someone had, after brutalizing and
murdering her, shoved a page tom from a book. Call the Prime Ministers of India and Pakistan over here. In this
dark night, they might be able to decipher the writing on that page and tell us whether it is a leaf from the Qur’an
or the holy Vedas, or the Granth Sahib, or the Bible, or the Communist Manifesto or Bergson’s Creative
Evolution.\fn{Henri Bergson (1859-1941), French philosopher; Creative Evolution was published in 1907.}
Embarrassed, the Overman again lowered the ladder into the well which had been stuffed with rotting corpses,
and started climbing down the rungs to where the beasts ruled, where insects lived, and where the worms crawled
in the corpses. And then the Overman was no more.
Having buried the bodies of his parents and of that unknown girl, when Ghazanfar returned to the hospital, he
discovered that his brother had died in his delirium. The doctor said:
“We’re really sorry. We tried our best to save his life.”
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70.113 Nishagandhi\fn{by S. K. Pottekkatt (1913-1982)} Kozhikode, Kozhikode District, Kerala State, India (M) 3
The scent I like most is that of the Nishagandhi. There is nothing else that entices me like the scent that exudes
from the little blossoms of that plant known as Night Queen in English. From among the creepers on the hedges,
and from the corners of gardens and from behind the walls, that fresh fragrance would come creeping through
darkness and flush my mind in a rapture of joy. The Night Queen is the harlot among flowers. Sleeping the whole
day, and prowling around in the dark after dusk, she would enthrall and enchant people. Yes, that captivating scent
suits a harlot well.
But in my garden I will never allow a nishagandhi sapling to be planted. In my charming garden bedecked
with a variety of lovely flowers and plants, you would not spot a single nishagandhi. There is a special reason for
it; there is an old story behind it.
I will tell you that story.
I was then a college student, seventeen years old. In a youth’s life, the seventeenth year is a rather hazardous
stage. Although Englishmen call it “sweet seventeen,” I have christened it “deadly seventeen.” In the intoxication
of a freshness, this seventeen-year-old youth may feel a lot of things. He would be a harmless dreamer getting
entangled in unnecessary love adventures, get into scrapes, going behind newly-heard ideologies and tumbling
down headlong, and secretly worshipping all good-looking girls as deities only to be disappointed soon.
Editors are often pestered by these seventeen-year-olds. For it is the stage when any dunce would feel poetry
springing within. More often, he will be a sort of spiritualist vedantin who prefers not to be a materialist. The
course of his love will also be in the same direction. He may prefer the love of Nalini or Leela\fn{A note reads:
Poems by Kumaran Asan celebrating a kind of sublime and spiritual love.} to that of Vilasalathika.\fn{A note reads: Poem by
Vallathol Narayana Menon, celebrating the pleasures of fleshly love.} Dante\fn{A note reads: The Italian poet who fell in love with
Beatrice but chose to present his love as a kind of deep spiritual experience.} the Italian will be his ideal lover.
Without their knowledge or consent, I had deeply explored the beauty and character and love of so many girls
and at last it was Malati who had the good luck to become my “ideal girl.” Malati was a high school student. A
fair, short and slightly plump girl. Breasts beginning to grow round. A moon-soft face. It was her apparently
drunken eyes that caught my fancy first. All about her, there was a subtle flow of beauty. Malu was a serious little
girl who never laughed. And I liked that seriousness. Girls should be like that. I did not like, in those days,
laughing, jubilant girls. Every evening I was in attendance on my balcony thrilled and anxious to watch the great
festival of her walking like a swan by the side of the road, head lowered, wearing a green skirt of coarse khadi and
a red-freckled white khadi blouse; carrying a huge bundle of books close to her breast and an umbrella with a
handle shaped like a nutless cashew fruit.
She was not aware that I was worshipping her day and night. Putting aside the home work assigned by the
mathematics professor, Ramanatha Iyer, full of “logarithm,” “cotangent” and such nonsense I began to jot down
poems about Malati, her gait and her bundle of books.
When I see the breasts growing like mushrooms my heart shrivels up. Good! I really liked those lines. But
though I happened to scribble a couplet like that, I was particular not to think of her in sensual terms. A divine
love with perfect idealism! And it should also have an undertone of melancholy, pessimism and such things. I
prayed for a chance to wander about like Madanan\fn{ A note reads; Character in Changampuzha Krishna Pillai’s pastoral
play, Ramanan.} singing such soulful songs of lovelorn despair. I visualized that scene when Malu would lean on my
shoulder “like a flag drooping upon its pole.”\fn{A line from Kumaran Asan’s poem Nalini.}
Malati was living in a two-storied bungalow situated in a wide compound, some two furlongs west of my
home. Between her father and me there was nothing more than a “How-are-you?”-“Fine” type of acquaintance.
And it was doubtful if Malati, who always walks with her head bowed, had ever seen my face.
After supper I used to go out for a walk. The lane that branches off from the main street ends near the
“elephant gate” to the west of Malati’s house. Four yards from there, in a corner of that compound, there was a
huge thicket of nishagandhi grown to a man’ height.
One day I discovered that from inside the thicket Malati could be seen through the window, reading in her
room. The table lamp illumined the expressions on her face, quite distinctly. She wore a blouse with a low
frontline. Because her unfastened lovely hair flowed down her shoulders, partly concealing the blouse, only a part
of her white breast was visible, like a cascade springing from within the rocks. With her English Reader open in
front and her forehead supported by the left hand she would bend a little towards the table, and start reading—nay
whispering. Her practice was not to read aloud.
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“And Sita wanted to go with Rama”—thus she would whisper, as if for the sake of someone else.
Reading like that, the poor girl would doze off occasionally. And as her sleep weighed her down more and
more, her face, like the pan of a scale, would slowly droop until it touched the table, when she would stop the
heavenward journey, lift the face and stare around slowly. Then, through the window, she would stare into the
dark for some time.
Seeing all these from within the bush. I often felt like calling out in compassion:
“Darling. That is enough; now you may go to bed.”
But after rubbing her eyes for some time she would go back to her seat and start reading again. I would watch
the sleepy nymph of my heart, holding my breath and never winking my eyes. Then the invigorating strong scent
of the Night Queen would flow to me and fill my heart to the brim. Every moment I spent in that thicket gave me
absolute delight. Like a divine dream seen in a lovely nap, that beauteous damsel would dazzle before me. I felt
that the fragrance of that nishagandhi was stuck to all my thoughts and dreams.
Sometimes she would read Malayalam poetry. She could recite Manjari well.
Not only mother, but anyone would want
To lift him and plant a kiss.

Hay! Those lines are to be heard as she herself sings. Then would I feel like kissing her very lips. Thus every
night for three months, I used to sit for an hour huddled up in that thicket of nishagandhi, and worship that beauty,
silently. Nishagandhi’s sweet scent and Malati’s charming face clung to my heart. I enjoyed this fragrant and
heavenly beauty every night.
Tbe rainy season began. Idavappati\fn{A note reads: Beginning of June marking the onset of South West Monsoon in Kerala.}
was over; the Thiru Athira session of intermittent rains began. No heavy shower was an obstacle for my outing.
But when the spray of the rain was too much she would close the window. Oh! My heart’s pane also would close
with that. Drenched in the rain and with a heavy darkened heart, I would go home.
One day as I was sitting in the bushes, her father could be heard saying to her brother:
“Tomorrow we should clear off those bushes in that corner of the garden. Many plants are overgrown.”
My heart was aflame. In their campaign to chop off the heads and branches and twigs of the plants in the
garden and plant them afresh they are sure to remove the thicket of nishagandhi too. Those plants had really
grown much and got entangled. If my rendezvous was thus lost, what would be my state after that? All my joys
and dreams were invested there. Where could I go after that, like a bird deprived of its nest? How could I then see
that face in loneliness?
No way out. Finally I resolved to send a letter to Malati, pleading to save that bower.
That night, brooding over it till three o’clock, I drafted a letter like this:
Beloved,
It is three months since I started worshipping you every night from the nishagandhi thicket in front of your room.
My desire was to spend years like that as your silent devotee letting no one know about it—not even you. But, alas!
“Who can stave off fate’s decree?” Oh! I can’t even think of it! That thicket is going to be destroyed tomorrow by your
father. My penance will be stopped. I have a prayer to you; that you should save the bush and thereby me from this
great danger. Your compassionate interference alone can safeguard a love so unselfish and pure. Om, Santi! Rest in due
course.
Your servant in love.

With the intention of delivering her the letter as early as possible, I set out to Malati’s house early in the
morning. Under the pretext of asking for a white “Prince of Wales” sprig, I entered her compound. There was a
great fuss over there at that time. A few people from the neighborhood flocked in the courtyard. I elbowed into
their midst and peeped down.
A terrible snake lay there beaten to death. It would measure about three feet.
A first class cobra!
“It was in that shrub of the plant that smells at dusk, where our comrade had his habitation. Now as we cut off
these bushes, we spotted a burrow, from which, when we dug a little, our friend sprang out. It is rather surprising,
that all the while the snake was down there. You people were completely unaware of it,” exclaimed Velu Asari,
who slew the snake, in great dismay, and fixing his eyes right on my face.
“See how it is, with all spots and stripes.”
Noticing the tail end of the snake slightly quivering like an electrified needle, Asari became alert and asked:
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“What! the scoundrel is not dead as yet?”
He began to strike on the snake’s head with a huge palm-stalk. The snake’s head was crushed and blood
splashed.
I didn’t stand there any more. How I reached home from there, I don’t know. Whenever I recollect it, I feel as
if someone is dumping embers into my heart. Before I realized, a terrible, poisonous snake was lying beside me in
that thicket, when I reclined there drinking in a divine beauty: I went mad with terror. However much I tried, I
could not erase the picture of that snake, with its hood spread out, behind me.
That night itself I caught a fever. It became acute. I began having so many hallucinations, and started raving. It
seemed to me that there were snakes all around me. At the head of my cot there was one. Through the window
crept in so many. On the suitcase there was another with its hood spread out. Close by me, a snake was lowering
its hood.
“Ho—snake—snake!” I cried out.
The members of the household rushed in with sticks etc., searching for the snake all over the room. Sensing
that a huge hooded snake was just behind me, I got up with a start. In such dreams I saw Malati as a serpent maid,
with the face of a woman and the trunk of a snake. I was delighted by her face, but horrified by her body.
For a month I was down with fever. On getting up from the sick-bed, one day I went for a stroll. In the
verandah of Malati’s house hung a board: “To let.” On enquiry I was told that, as her father got transferred to
Cannanore, they had all left the place a week ago.
I never saw Malati again. Recently I heard that she was married and was the mother of two kids. It was only a
week ago that I unearthed the letter I had drafted to give her, and destroyed it.
Whenever the fragrance of Nishagandhi rises from somewhere, the pleasant reminiscences of the crazy love of
my seventeenth year would crowd in my mind. I could see at once two pictures: One that of a girl studying her
lessons in half-sleep in an air filled with fragrance and the other that of a cobra with its hood spread out.
It is because of this unaccounted fear that I don’t permit nishagandhi into my garden.
33.90 Broken Heart\fn{by Saraswati Bai Rajwade (1913-1994)} Balanjala Village, nr. Udupi, Udupi District, Karnataka
State, India (F) 3
The news that Brahman and the yogi had been murdered spread like a forest fire. People flocked to the ashram.
Some of the disciples said:
“Surely this augurs some great calamity.”
Others thought it could be another of the guru’s miracles. Everyone ran to the ashram, wanting to know what
the truth was! Nobody believed that the yogi could have been murdered.
People crowded around the front gate. The ashram was held in great respect. It was customary, whenever one
passed that way, to fold one’s umbrella, hold it under the arm, and remove one’s shoes. The lower castes didn’t
even dare enter the ashram. Noisy vehicles were never driven in front of it. It was known to be a holy place. But
today a large crowd had gathered there. One could tell from their clothes that they belonged to different castes and
religions. Some cars had been driven up onto the verandah of the ashram. People even smoked and chewed pan!
Everyone was eager to know whether the yogi had really been murdered and wanted to see the body for
themselves. In their anxiety they forgot their natural courtesy and good manners. They trampled on each other’s
feet and pushed and nudged impatiently.
Suddenly a loud voice called out:
“Stand aside, make way.”
To everybody’s surprise, it was a police superintendent, struggling to get through. The crowd fell silent. The
superintendent ordered the constables to clear the way. He lifted the sheet that covered the body.
It was unbelievable. There were four or five deep gashes in the chest! The right arm had been slit vertically.
There was so much blood that the cloth had turned red, and was now dry and stiff. The dead man looked awful!
The police officer threw a suspicious gaze around. He wrote something down in his diary and started asking
questions.
Then he inspected every nook and corner of the ashram. He found that everything in the treasury, even the
safe, was intact. He wondered why the yogi had been murdered. Not for money, it would seem. Suddenly they
heard a female voice.
“Arrest her.”
That was an order given by the superintendent.
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Her eyes were bright and she was laughing hysterically.
“You don’t have to arrest me. I wouldn’t have come here if I were afraid of arrest. I’m glad to meet you all!”
The strange laughter echoed in the silence.
Everybody looked anxious. They wanted to know what would happen next. The ashram administrator who
was watching from a distance suddenly lunged at her and slapped her hard. She turned on him stubbornly and
roared like a wounded tigress.
“You, inhuman wretch! I spilled your guru’s blood. Now it’s time to do you in. Come up!”
She brought out a bloodstained knife. It had been tucked, along with the end of her sari, into her waist. The
police moved in on her.
“So, Sahib. Are you satisfied? I don’t want to put you to any trouble. I’m the murderer. I’m Sita. I have killed
this yogi, the so-called Holiness, the much-lauded celibate guru. Don’t worry. I won’t run away. I have no world
to escape to. But don’t you want to know how the murder took place?”
“Please tell us who you are, madam,” the superintendent pleaded.
The people around watched in silence. She said:
“You want to know who I am? Come, I will take you to my room. Why do you look so uncertain? I am not
mad yet. I promise you, I am not mad. Come with me, it’s not far, my room.”
She entered an adjacent room. The superintendent followed with two constables. He really would have
preferred to arrest her.
“What do you see here?” she asked.
“Nothing,” the superintendent said.
“Now?” she asked. Removing a wooden hinge, she turned the key and pushed at the wall. It suddenly gave
way. People were convinced that she was a witch. Some even thought that she had supernatural powers.
“This is my place,” she said.
Everyone peered in.
It was a huge, carefully decorated hall. Nothing like this could be seen anywhere else in the ashram.
“I’m not sure I understand what you are getting at,” the superintendent said.
“A little patience, sir. I’m coming to that. Until yesterday I thought there was only one hall like this in the
ashram. But now I know that there are many others in this hell called the ashram.”
“How did you find out?”
“Find out? Why? What’s so wonderful about knowing the truth about my own house? There are many helpless
women here and I intend to free them.” She laughed wickedly.
The superintendent looked around unnerved.
“Not even God will tolerate this, sir! These yogis are just ordinary human beings. They have not renounced the
world or accepted sannyasa. We say they have to remain celibate. That’s too much to expect of a human being
with ordinary flesh and blood. Perhaps it’s possible in a forest. But even there a beautiful Rambha or an alluring
Menaka may tempt them! There may be one Bhishma in a thousand, but this one here was only a phony.”
She was laughing and crying. Nobody dared interrupt her.
“I’ve been in this hell for five years now thinking it was heaven! What a cheat he was! A jackal in the guise of
a cow! Yes, this was what he deserved. Fools may cry over it. But I—I laugh!”
Then she laughed, and continued.
“If he could not control his desire, why shouldn’t he die instead of fooling himself and fooling the people?
Justice—yes, that’s right, I’ve really helped justice. I was young, I was innocent. Now I know. I was devoted to
him, to this cheat. To me, all these days he was a God. Only yesterday I saw his other face.
“Sir, I am happy he’s dead. But he was the pulse of my life. I loved him selflessly—he taught me how.”
Her sorrow-stricken story left people dumb.
She paused for a while, regained her breath, and then continued.
“This yogi came to our village five years ago, begging alms like the sannyasis do. As I was washing his ‘holy’
feet he murmured: ‘Have you forgotten?’ I was startled and looked at him, trembling. His eyes shone with a bright
light! He was smiling. I didn’t know what he meant. Then he murmured, ‘Tonight.’ Suddenly, I thought, I
understand what he has said. I was young. I started dreaming. In a little while, God would be mine. My joy knew
no bounds. The day seemed very long. He was waiting at the door when I went to him that night.
“‘Why do you behave like a stranger? Why? Don’t you remember our previous births? I have been searching
for you all the time. Didn’t you recognize me?’
“I was speechless! ‘You speak as if you’ve known me a long time. I can’t understand all this.’ He took my
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hand and held it tightly.”
She began to cry again.
“He told me I had been his wife in our previous birth. He had neglected me for other women. So now he was
cursed. He had to be a sannyasi. Because of his mystic power, he said, he knew the truth.
“I was blissfully happy with him. Until now our association was secret. It would have remained a secret if I
had not been curious. I have been in this room, from that first day five years ago till now. Today I am responsible
for my own widowhood and I feel happy about that.”
She laughed again, a loud uncontrolled laughter. The police superintendent listened attentively. She continued:
“We’d been together for five years. We were married in the presence of the Almighty. He was still known as a
holy man, a celibate. When I worried about our sinful life, he would easily quiet me, talking about higher love. I
always thought that it was my great fortune to serve my swami.”
She ground her teeth with anger.
“Now I know what it all is. Every night I was given a glass of milk to drink, and I drank it. He must have been
drugging the milk. As soon as I drank it, I remember, I used to fall asleep. But yesterday, I did not drink it. Swami
was in a good mood. We spent some time together. He said, ‘Drink the milk and sleep, my golden one.’ But I had
eaten a heavy dinner. He stretched himself out at my side too. Just as I was about to fall asleep, he offered me the
glass of milk again. I couldn’t refuse his gift of love. At that moment there was a message for him. A visitor had
been waiting for him. So he had to leave the place. I soon fell asleep without having drunk the milk.
“After a while I woke up suddenly. My lord was not near me. He was a very busy person; someone must have
come to visit him, I thought. He had gone out. So I came out to wait for him. Suddenly I noticed a light shining
through a slit in the wall. I didn’t know there was another room like mine. I moved closer to the wall and listened.
What a terrible voice it was! Terrible because it was a female. How can I explain to you, sir, what a woman feels
when she has been betrayed? You can’t imagine what went on in my mind. I went back to my room, picked up a
knife, and waited there, by that slit of light. In half an hour, the wall gave way and the yogi came out.
“‘What is all this?’ I asked him. The saint just pushed me into the corner and said roughly, ‘You have no right
to know. No right even to ask me.’ ‘I am your wife, I have the right,’ I said. He kicked out at me. I said, ‘You’re a
true celibate, aren’t you? The rules of the ashram don’t apply to you, do they?’ ‘Go back to your room,’ he said. I
fought with him. He kept kicking me. ‘I am also a human being, am I not?’ I cried out. ‘There is a limit to
anybody’s endurance. Is this the reward I get for my love and my devotion?’ He was my husband and I couldn’t
tolerate his being a husband to other women too. I began to investigate.
“I found out there were other women hidden here. Poor victims! All to satisfy this monster’s lust! What was till
yesterday a heaven for me is now a terrible hell. Should I help some of these women to escape, I wondered? I’m
not sure how I came to a decision.”
She ran out of the room.
The superintendent followed her. He found her near the dead body, moaning. He couldn’t ask the police to
arrest her. She threw herself on the body and cried out loudly. It was a terrible scene! The yogi’s disciples shifted
about uncomfortably and said:
“She’s a madwoman. Take her away from here.”
She started.
“I am not insane,” she said. “It is you, you, who are all mad. I only believed that he was my own. You, all of
you, thought he was a holy man. You have all been cheated, haven’t you? Sannyasi indeed! He’s not even a
respectable married man! You mistook this demon, this Ravana, for a saint. You call me mad, do you? It was I
who found out the truth. There is another madwoman here. I’ll show her to you. But that’s not the point. I killed
him because he was not loyal to me. Perhaps there are others—how many—hidden away like me. Who will care
for me now? My love, my love, are you angry? Are you sulking because I’ve said all this? Does it worry you to be
talked about? Then let me say this: My heart too is broken, splintered to pieces; I have no hope for tomorrow. You
cheated me, you did! You are mine. I was your wife in your previous birth and I shall be—”
Before anybody could stop her, she had pushed the knife deep into her own heart. People stood by aghast.
Slowly her body fell on the yogi’s.
They covered the two bodies. The superintendent turned to the administrator.
“So you all helped the yogi to lead his secret life!”
“Sir,” he mumbled. “Somebody had to become a sannyasi if the ashram was to continue.”
The superintendent discovered eight more women, each with a story almost a copy of Sita’s. Each believed that
she was the only woman dedicated to the yogi.
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As the superintendent walked out of the ashram, darkness fell.
84.22 Call Of The Land\fn{by Hebbaluru Velpanuru Savitramma (1913-1996)} Karnataka State, India (F) 7
In the American group visiting the ashram, Laila spotted Henry. Dazed, for a moment she felt faint. Twentyfive years! Such a long time! A quarter of a century! A big chunk in a man’s life. Before she knew, Laila had
called out in joy, “Henry!”
Satyamurthy also saw him, without recognizing him immediately. Laila said, “It’s Henry!”
“Yes, of course. But it’s been a long time,” said Satyamurthy, shaking Henry’s outstretched hand. When Henry
held Laila’s hand, that grip spoke of many things. Henry, all of six feet, stood there looking affectionately into
Laila’s upturned face. Was it merely affection? Wasn’t there something more in those eyes? When Laila
disengaged her hand from his grip and looked away, a sigh escaped from her silently. Henry went on without any
hesitation,
“I didn’t really recognize you in this costume.”
Satyamurthy said pleasantly, “She likes wearing saris. Now she’s used to it. She has become one of us.”
“But when I saw those eyes, I knew it was her. Can one ever forget those eyes?”
The three of them were standing under a tree, while the rest of the group had gone to see the library. Laila had
not heard such praise of her beauty in a long time. Her father had been dead for, seven or eight years. The money
Henry sent after selling the hotel had helped in establishing this orphanage. Ever since her father’s death, she had
lost a sense of bonding with her land of birth. Although she did receive letters from friends now and then, there
was nothing that excited her particularly. Although she wrote enthusiastically to friends giving all the news from
here, she herself felt,
“There is nothing personal in this letter. Anyone can learn these things about India if they read the papers.”
Henry had not written in all these years.
“How have you been Henry? We’ve had no news of you.”
Cutting into their chat, Satyamurthy asked Henry, “They’re all moving towards the museum. They’d need
some explanation. Would you like to come?”
When Henry said laughing, “You go on, Laila’ll explain to me,” he walked away briskly.
Henry’s face had become serious. Laila’s heart was racing. She quite forgot that she was a woman of fortyfive.
“Are you happy, Laila?”
Wiping the sweat off her brows, Laila said, “See for yourself. The ashram is running well.”
“I didn’t ask you about that. I’m asking about your personal happiness and peace of mind.”
“Satyamurthy is a very good man.”
“I wasn’t asking about that either.”
“What else is it, then? If I’m not happy, the fault can only be mine. One has to take lessons in dedication,
compassion and selflessness from him.”
“You’re beating about the bush, Laila. Give me a straight answer. Or, is it really impossible to give a straight
answer to anything at all in this wretched country seeped in the ambience of maya?”\fn{Illusion.}
Her head bent low, Laila insisted, “I’m in fact quite happy, Henry.”
“Look into my eyes and tell me. You have a home and a family; a vocation to pursue; an unselfish, serviceminded husband; a comfortable life. I’m not asking you about that kind of happiness. Are you truly happy
within?”
“The happiness within depends solely on us, right?” Henry shook his head in dismay and said,
“I’m no longer able to understand you, Laila. It’s impossible to know your state of mind from your flighty
answers. The Laila I once knew was always laughing and singing and bounding about like a deer. Now she’s
enveloped in all this muddle. I’m an ordinary American—the Vedanta of this country goes over my head.”
“What is so mysterious, Henry? For the last twenty or twenty-five years—”
“Twenty-five, this September.”
“What a memory you have Henry! Yes, it was in September that I landed here. Ever since, I have lived like
these people here, sharing their poverty and pain. With Sathyamurthy’s support, I have served them as well as I
could. I have a certain status in this society as his wife. We have now established this ashram to serve people
better.”
“Really? Have you really found a place in this society?”
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“Of course. Every one here calls me Lailakka, that is Laila sister.”
“Sister Laila! You could’ve earned that title if you’d joined a nunnery, couldn’t you?’
“You don’t quite know Satyamurthy. Anyway you’ll be here for a fortnight. I’m sure you’ll change your
opinion about him.”
“Who knows? You might change yours.”
Laila looked at rum with a queer expression in her eyes; the playfulness in her glance, so familiar from her
younger days, startled Henry.
*
Henry sat smoking in a chair in front of the room allotted to his team. Some of his companions were chatting,
while others were resting, all of them waiting for the dinner bell of the ashram. Henry's mind had raced back a
quarter of a century. Then, Laila was a young woman of seventeen or eighteen. Her beauty was etched in his
mind. She was certainly tall; rounded cheeks the color of rose petals; a broad, charming forehead; her eyes the
color of the drinks she was pouring into the glass as she moved about the restaurant swaying and smiling. Laila
hadn’t cut her hair short. The two long plaits hung about the shoulders and rested on her waist. Catching the light,
her hair shone like golden strings. Hers was the kind of beauty that could entice a prince.
Henry grew up thinking that he was the rightful owner of that beauty. He was a distant relative of Robert,
Laila’s father. When he was orphaned at a young age, Robert had brought him up. The bright boy went to law
school, spending his vacation with Laila at his uncle’s house. He had no doubt about his future. As soon as Laila
gave her consent, he would marry her and settle down as a lawyer; and if she cared, she could run the hotel; if not,
she could sell it. When he broached the topic with his uncle, he had said, “Let her complete twenty-one.” And
Henry had not forced the issue.
Laila had also grown up with the same sentiments. Though friendly, she never flirted with the people who
came to the hotel. She saw her future as bound up closely with Henry’s. At that time Henry could understand her
without any difficulty—a young girl grown intimate due to their shared childhood, through a hundred little
moments of joy and sorrow. He was fully confident that he could give her a happy life.
When Satyamurthy came to stay in their hotel, he made no particular impression on her. He was their first
Indian guest. Henry also looked at him with curiosity. Satyamurthy did not look all that different from the young
American men around him. Fair complexioned, a head of wavy hair, western clothes. Their curiosity had died
down. Henry had even teased Laila:
“What did you expect? That he’d be dressed in traditional Indian wear with a turban around his head and a few
feathers sticking out?!” Laila had also replied laughing,
“I didn’t. I have seen Indians before.”
That his arrival was to change the course of their lives, neither Henry nor Laila suspected that day.
Satyamurthy had come to America for six months to acquire greater expertise in journalism. A glorious future
awaited Satyamurthy who had passed every exam with flying colors and whose oratory and writing skills were
unsurpassed. Sreenivasa Raya was proud of his only son. Ratnamrna said:
“We’ll have him married before he leaves. Padma has brought a horoscope. Jaya is a pretty, intelligent, good
girl. She is well-read too. Chandu is insisting on arranging the wedding soon.” He had replied:
“Six months will pass swiftly. Tell your brother that we can think of the wedding when he comes back. What’s
the hurry?”
Satyamurthy knew just how hopeful they were about his future. When he was leaving, Ratnamrna had said
jokingly, “Don’t you fall for those white girls. We’ll be waiting for you here.” And Satyamurthy had responded
equally lightly, “Just wait until I’ve brought you an American daughter-in-law! All those white girls are waiting
on the shore, garlands in hand for your distinguished son!”
It was true that Laila was not waiting there to garland him. In the eight days since his arrival, Satyamurthy had
seen her only a couple of times. In fact, he happened to meet Henry first. Henry had just finished his exam and
was visiting his uncle in the vacation. Whenever Laila was busy, he would spend his time in Satyamurthy’s room.
Satyamurthy was enthusiastic in introducing India to Henry, who knew nothing about it. Henry was taken in by
his rhetoric. Satyamurthy also spent all the time outside his study hours with Henry. Occasionally Laila would
complain,
“These days you have no time for me.”
“Laila, he is a very cultured man; he speaks so well. Why don’t you join us, you’ll learn so much about so
many things.”
Laila tried that too. But Satyamurthy was shy and inhibited in her presence; he wouldn’t say much, replying
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briefly to Henry’s questions. Henry tried to explain,
“In India women don't socialize with men freely. Wait till he knows you better.”
He was right. As he got to know Laila better, Satyamurthy’s shyness dropped away from him. Even after
Henry went back to his law school, Laila and he used to spend a lot of time together. Satyamurthy was very proud
of his country which had just won its freedom. He would describe the freedom struggle in detail and explain the
doctrine of non-violence to her. Introducing his culture and history, he would talk to her for hours about the many
customs and rituals, superstitions and caste distinctions. Listening to all this, Laila would forget herself. India
seemed like a fairyland beyond her imagination. She felt envious of Satyamurthy who could claim this land as his
motherland.
At first, Satyamurthy did not quite see the effect these chats had on him. He thought that their relationship was
one of the teacher and the taught, In the beginning he failed to recognize the power of those sparkling eyes riveted
on him as he spoke about this or that. When he realized what was happening, he was shocked. Once, when he
came back to the room, Henry was at the door and greeted him with a warm hello. They ate together. There was
no sign of Laila.
Satyamurthy asked hesitantly, “Where is Laila?”
“She’s down with a headache. Shall we go for a stroll?” said Henry,
Unwillingly, Satyamurthy set out with Henry; but he was not at peace. Why does Laila have a headache?
Without her, he did not enjoy the walk. Distracted, he barely managed to answer Henry’s questions.
“You seem to be restless?”
“I have a headache too.”
Henry quipped, “Infectious perhaps! Let’s go back and you can rest.” And they both returned to the hotel.
Laila was up by then. Listening to his quickened heartbeat, Satyamurthy felt nervous as he sat in a chair. Laila
asked,
“Can I get you something to drink?” Henry said,
“Do, he seems to have a headache.”
Sathyamurthy had quite forgotten all about his headache. As he got up to go to his room, Laila said, “Wait, I’ll
get you an aspirin.” By then, Robert came in saying,
“You have a telegram. I’ve left it on the table.”
He rushed to the room, lay down on the bed and opened the telegram. His uncle had sent the message about his
father’s death. The other was a letter from his father himself, written two days before he died. He had poured out
all his dreams and expectations in the letter. That his mother and he had been waiting eagerly for Satyamurthy’s
return. Satyamurthy, benumbed by the news, now melted into tears reading the letter. When he heard the door
open, he quickly wiped his eyes. Laila put her cool, soothing hand on his forehead and asked in alarm,
“What’s happened?” Though Satyamurthyhad covered his face, tears trickled through his fingers. Laila read
the telegram and moved, she held his hand. Gradually Satyamurthy opened up.
“If I knew this would happen, I’d never have come away from them. He was so happy to see me off at the
airport. How hopeful he was about my future.”
Laila listened quietly, gently running her fingers through his forelocks.
“There’s your mother to think of.”
“Poor soul, how’ll she cope with all this alone? My heart goes out to her. But I need to be here for another
month if I want the certificate. How I long to be there now.”
Laila continued to play with his locks. In his grief, her proximity was particularly soothing to him. Laila said,
“Just one more month. Isn’t it better for you to finish what you came here for?”
“I don’t know any more,” said Satyamurthy, burying his face in her lap and weeping bitterly.”
All through those days Laila nursed Satyaniurthy with care and love. She force-fed him, entertained him with
all kinds of news and spent as much time with him as she could to keep him from feeling lonely. Henry, disturbed
by her undue attention to Satyamurthy, once said,
“Who is free from sadness? We all have to face our lives with our own strength. Are you his slave to go
pleasing him like this?”
“You have a hard heart, Henry. Poor fellow, he has lost his father. And he was so attached to him!”
“Who isn’t attached to his parents? I’ve ~aso lost both my father and mother. You have lost your mother—”
“He’ll learn to accept it gradually.”
“If only you’d let him. With so much pampering, why would he?”
Laila did not react. Henry’s suspicion brought in an element of subterfuge into an otherwise open relationship.
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Henry spoke to his uncle.
“Why don’t you marry us off this month?” He replied,
“What’s the hurry? Let me have a word with her.”
Laila, who had just had an argument with Henry, said firmly, “A little later, may be.”
*
Rathnamma had written a long letter to her son. Even after a month, Satyamurthy had not made any
arrangements for his return. Nor had he written to her.
“After all, I’m alone here. If your father were alive, I wouldn’t worry so much. All transactions about money
and land are held up. Chandu was here for two weeks. But without you, he cannot do much.”
Satyamurthy read the letter several times. True! He was their only son. Everything depended on him and he
decided to leave. He should have set off even before his mother wrote to him.
He was seated on the bench in the garden. Robert came and sat next to him, smoking.
“Robert, I’m leaving for India in a week’s time.”
“Have you finished your studies?”
“Yes, I’ve got the certificate too.”
“I’d like to talk to you about something.”
Satyamurthy’s heart began pounding.
“Laila is my only daughter. Her happiness is my only concern. I’d planned to marry her off to Henry and spend
my old age in peace.”
Satyamurthy was quiet. Had Laila loved him? The thought was so pleasing.
“Now, she does not seem to care for this marriage.”
“How do you know?”
“She wants to go with you to India. I do not have the stamina to get used to new places. If she goes with you, I
don’t know if I’ll ever get to see her at all! It’s all right—it is inevitable for parents to part with their daughters.
I’m worried for her. Would she be happy in such an alien land?”
Robert seemed to be talking more to himself. Thoughts milled about in Satyamurthy’s head. Though Laila’s
company was enjoyable, he didn’t think she would dare take the plunge. And, how would she be received in his
society? Would mother welcome her warmly?
On seeing Robert’s expectant expression, Satyamurthy reassured him:
“I’ll talk to her.”
*
Henry lit another cigarette. Laila had eventually come away to India lured by Satyamurthy’s vivid description
of this land and his personality, crushing Henry’s dreams of a happy marriage. Unable to forget her, Henry had
remained unmarried. He never thought he would ever meet her again after so long. Even when he got this chance
to come to India, he did not expect to meet her, given the vastness of the country.
When the dinner bell rang, he refused to go and asked his friends to bring him a glass of milk. He sat there,
eyes closed, troubled by the onrush of his thoughts. If only Satyamurthy hadn’t come to America for those six
months! How happy Laila and he would have been. Robert had lost weight in the absence of his only daughter.
Henry had tried to persuade him to go to India. But he had refused saying
“No. I have no energy to uproot myself now.”
He would read Laila’s letters over and over again. Even as Laila and Satyamurthy were making plans to visit
America, he had died. With that, she had lost the one last tie that bound her to the land of her birth. He was
himself nearing fifty. Sighing deeply, Henry opened his eyes and Laila stood there with a glass of milk in her
hand.
Inviting her to sit, he took the glass from her. Laila sat down and asked,
“Why didn’t you come for dinner? Aren’t you well?”
“I didn’t feel like it.”
“Satyamurthy’ll also come to see you after dinner.”
With a curt laugh; Henry said, “Why? Is he afraid that I might make off with you as he once did?”
Trying hard to smile, Laila said, “You’re kidding, Henry. Am I still a young girl?”
“Yes. To me, you are forever young.”
Laila blushed happily. To divert attention away from herself, she asked, “So, where are you all heading from
here?”
“That I came to this land at all was pure chance. The moment I heard of this trip, the picture that crossed my

521

mind was yours—the vivacious young woman of eighteen serving drinks. After you moved to the ashram, I
couldn’t write to you. I didn’t even know where you were. And now I meet you in the very first lap of our journey.
Don’t you see the hand of God in all this?”
Laila remained quiet. Henry said,
“Tell me, Laila. Are you happy? Did you have a tough time when you first came here? Did Satyamurthy’s
mother treat you well? You didn’t say very much in your letters to your father either.”
The memory of those times passed through Laila’s mind. When Satyamurthy married Laila, his mother truly
became orphaned and homeless. She could not accept her daughter-in-law and face the world. Even when
Satyamurty promised to make separate arrangements for her stay; she declined and took refuge at her brother’s
house. Laila. was sensitive enough to realize that Satyamurthy felt a certain disaffection towards her in those early
days. The money order Satyamurthy sent to his mother also came back with a note that she had no use for it.
However he moved out of the house and made arrangements to send the rent to his mother.
Thinking of those trying times, Laila shuddered. Satyamurty was never harsh with her. Yet she felt that she was
like an indigestible morsel in Satyamurthy’s life. Gradually, the tensions eased off. Laila made every effort to
become a part of Indian society. She became an earnest student of its culture. She started wearing saris. Learnt the
language; learnt about all the customs, paying close attention to every detail. And yet, she knew she could never
be one of them; she couldn’t take for granted things that even the wife of a poor school teacher could. Wherever
she went, she evoked tremendous curiosity and received royal treatment, yet she was not one of them, she did not
belong.
In marrying her, Satyamurthy’s status in society had also changed in curious ways.
Responding to Henry, she said, “Satyamurthy’s mother is dead.”
“That’s true. But she was alive when you first came here. His father had just died.”
“She did not stay with us. She went to live with her brother.”
Henry was silent, staring at the stars. Those two sentences contained the turmoil of three suffering beings.
What tumult must have reigned in the mother’s heart when her dream of seeing her son settled in a good job and
married happily, with a houseful of children had shattered! How Satyamurthy must have agonized, torn between
letting down the wife and distancing the mother! His own darling Laila, a poor, innocent girl! The gullible
creature had leaped off such a precipice. What a lot she must have endured! Henry’s heart went out to her: Moved,
he held her hand and said,
“Laila, I can understand. What a beating you've taken. Even now, it’s not late. At forty-five, you may be
considered old in this country. But make bold, hop onto the plane and come back with me to America. Your age
will peel off there and once again you will become my own pretty Laila. We can spend the rest of our lives
happily together. Just two days of this oppressive atmosphere and I feel so stifled. How could you spend twentyfive long years here!” Henry bent down and looked into her eyes.
Drawing her hand away, Laila said, “There’s Satyamurthy.”
“Satyamurthy drew a chair and sat down.
“I hear you did not have dinner. Aren’t you feeling well?”
Henry wondered if Satyamurthy could hear his heartbeat. While he struggled to respond, Laila said, “He has a
headache.”
Satyamurthy asked, “Have you given him an aspirin?”
That moment, Laila's mind went back to the time she had brought aspirin for Satyamurthy. “The journey has
exhausted him. All he needs is some rest.”
They left wishing him goodnight.
*
When they reached home, Laila was in no mood to sleep. Drawing her close Satyamurthy said,
“After running around so much for these people you’re also tired. Sleep now.”
“You go on. I will sleep after a while,” she said as she sat in a chair near the window. He said,
“That girl, the one who was abandoned near our door yesterday, is running a fever. The doctor was here to see
her.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You’re so overworked. You can see her in the morning. Rest now.”
Satyamurthy went off to sleep. Laila was restless. Fate should not have lifted the curtains thus to reveal the
past, raking up events of long ago. Having chosen her path and traveled so far, she should not have had to
question her choice now. She had come away to this land. Satyamurthy was good-hearted and soft-spoken, Laila
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thought she had found her peace by sharing in his work. Then why should Fate have dragged Henry here and
reminded her of those days? After all these days why should the call of her land, her birthplace, unsettle her
being? That day, the day which inverted the very course of her life, would she have come away with Satyamurthy
if she had this wisdom and experience? She hadn’t thought then that one needed a deep commitment to work in
order to find peace in life. All life had seemed like a playground; the illusion was that life would go bounding and
leaping on the waves of pleasure; the feeling was that the young and handsome Satyamurthy was her soul-mate. It
was true that Satyamurthy had chiseled her from a rough diamond into a sparkling stone. Now there was a
purpose to her life. There was pride that she was a mother to many unfortunate beings. But how much had the
stone suffered to fit into this role? Laila sighed deeply. Is there a purpose at all to this life? Or is it that this world,
these human beings and life itself are mere toys in the hands of a heartless power.
A knock on the door. Laila opened it.
“The doctor said the child is not likely to last. Where is Mr. Satyamurthy?” the nurse asked.
“He’s gone to bed.” Before Laila could finish, Satyamurthy came out saying, “Come Laila, let’s go and see the
child.” Wrapping the shawl that lay on the arm of the chair about herself, Laila went with him.
Satyamurthy said, “I thought as much, poor child! Looked as if she hadn’t seen food in a long time.”
The doctor met them at the entrance itself and said, “Sorry, she didn’t make it.”
Covered in white cloth, the body of a four-year-old girl lay on the bed. Laila drew the cloth aside. It was a
bony face. When she covered the face again, tears streamed down her cheeks. Caressing her Satyamurthy said,
“Haven’t you got used to the poverty of this country even now, Laila?”
On their way home, they saw the light in one of the two guest rooms. Satyamurthy asked Laila, “Henry seems
to be awake still. Shall we go have a chat?”
“No, no. The place is new, he’ll sleep all right.” Laila walked away briskly.
Drinking water from the pot on the table, Satyamurthy asked her, “Are you happy Laila?”
Startled that Satyamurthy asked the very same question that Henry had asked earlier, Laila looked at her
husband. The anxiety she had found in Henry’s voice was missing in Satyamurthy’s. He was calm and collected.
Lying back in a chair he said,
“My sleep has vanished after seeing that poor child. How many more such unfortunate children must be there
in this country. Won’t you sit down Laila? Are you sleepy?”
Laila sat down without speaking. Satyamurthy said,
“I’m very selfish, Laila. I brought you to this country, drawing you away from your country, your people.”
“I came of my own accord, didn’t I?”
“You were still young then, Laila. You were carried away by the colorful descriptions of a distant land.. I was
older, I should have known. You knew nothing of the situation here. You must have suffered a great deal, Laila.”
Compassion had softened Satyamurthy’s voice.
Tears poured down Laila’s eyes. She stood behind Satyamurthy’s chair running her fingers through his hair.
Drawing her forward and looking into her eyes, Satyamurthy asked,
“You were in love with Henry, weren’t you Laila?”
Laila did not answer.
“Yes, your father told me. Henry is educated and cultured; you’d have been happy with him. What have you
done to your life, all for a momentary infatuation, Laila. For me it was a moment of pride. The madness of youth.
That I was dearer than Henry to a beautiful girl like you went to my head. How pretty you are Laila!”
Laila was also reminded of those days, the happy days spent with Satyamurthy in America. Of the times
Satyamurthy had to face this society when they came together to India. Even when his mother moved away from
them, he had not expressed any regret in front of her. He had taken her everywhere, introducing her to everyone.
Twenty-five years had not seemed so long.
“Henry still loves you, Laila. It’s evident in every word and every gesture of his. It’s not late even now. In your
country, you’re still young. I wouldn’t ask you to stay here against your will.”
After a while, he said, “Why don’t you say something, Laila?”
She said, “You also had to endure so much for my sake, right?”
The pinched face of his dead mother flashed across his mind. “People don’t adjust easily to change in this
country.”
“You had to alienate your mother for my sake.”
“You had to leave your father for my sake. Didn’t you? If this is sacrifice, then the greater sacrifice is yours,
Laila.”
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“Where there is love, there is no place for sacrifice. When I came with you that day, I came certain that I would
be yours forever.”
“Now?”
Satyamurthy’s voice was filled with anxiety. For a moment, time rolled back and the young Satyamurthy stood
there gratefully seeking her love.
She smiled at him indulgently and said, “For now and forever. Don’t be silly. Come on.”
Satyamurthy’s heart sang in joy. Overwhelmed, he hugged her tightly saying,
“How lucky I am!”
*
The visitors were all set to leave. Laila and Satyarnurthy stood wishing them a happy journey. Each one of
them shook hands with the couple and boarded the bus. Henry moved towards, the bus. Holding Laila’s hand,
Henry said, “Let me take leave of you now. My address is with Satyamurthy,” and kissed her hand softly.
Overcome, Laila’s eyes filled up.
“I’ll write to you. You must write too. Don’t forget you have a younger sister here who’s keenly concerned
about your life. Do take this to understand and remember me by,” she said, giving him a book wrapped in paper.
Henry got into the bus wishing Satyarnurthy once again,
When the bus had gone some distance, he opened the parcel. On the first page, she had written:
To understand and remember me—
Your sister,
Laila.

It was an English translation of the Bhagavad Gita.
Tearing the page off the book and thrusting it into his pocket, Henry flung the book into the river flowing by
the road. His mind elsewhere, he stared blankly at the horizon.
22.73 The First Party\fn{by Attia Hosain (1913-1998)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 2
After the dimness of the verandah, the bewildering brightness of the room made her stumble against the
unseen
doorstep. Her nervousness edged towards panic, and the darkness seemed a forsaken friend, but her husband was
already steadying her into the room.
“My wife,” he said in English, and the alien sounds softened the awareness of this new relationship.
The smiling, tall woman came towards them with outstretched hands and she put her own limply into the
other’s firm grasp.
“How d’you do?” said the woman.
“How d’you do?” said the fat man beside her.
“I am very well, thank you,” she said in the low voice of an uncertain child repeating a lesson. Her shy glance
avoided their eyes.
They turned to her husband, and in the warm current of their friendly ease she stood coldly self-conscious.
“I hope we are not too early,” her husband said.
“Of course not; the others are late. Do sit down.”
She sat on the edge of the big chair, her shoulders drooping, nervously pulling her sari over her head as the
weight of its heavy gold embroidery pulled it back.
“What will you drink?” the fat man asked her.
“Nothing, thank you.”
“Cigarette?”
“No, thank you.”
Her husband and the tall woman were talking about her, she felt sure. Pinpoints of discomfort pricked her and
she smiled to hide them.
The woman held a wineglass in one hand and a cigarette in the other. She wondered how it felt to hold a
cigarette with such self-confidence; to flick the ash with such assurance. The woman had long nails, pointed and
scarlet. She looked at her own—unpainted, cut carefully short—wondering how anyone could eat, work, wash
with those claws dipped in blood. She drew her sari over her hands, covering her rings and bracelets, noticing the
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other’s bare wrists, like a widow’s.
“Shy little thing, isn’t she, but charming,” said the woman as if soothing a frightened child.
“She’ll get over it soon. Give me time,” her husband laughed. She heard him and blushed, wishing to be left
unobserved and grateful for the diversion when other guests came in.
She did not know whether she was meant to stand up when they were being introduced, and shifted uneasily in
the chair, half rising; but her husband came and stood by her, and by the pressure of his hand on her shoulder she
knew she must remain sitting.
She was glad when polite formality ended and they forgot her for their drinks, their cigarettes, their talk and
laughter. She shrank into her chair, lonely in her strangeness yet dreading approach. She felt curious eyes on her
and her discomfort multiplied them. When anyone came and sat by her she smiled in cold defense, uncertainty
seeking refuge in silence, and her brief answers crippled conversation. She found the bi-lingual patchwork
distracting, and its pattern, familiar to others, with allusions and references unrelated to her own experiences, was
distressingly obscure. Overheard light chatter appealing to her woman’s mind brought no relief of understanding.
Their different stresses made even talk of dress and appearance sound unfamiliar. She could not understand the
importance of relating clothes to time and place and not just occasion; nor their preoccupation with limbs and
bodies, which should be covered, and not face and features alone. They made problems about things she took for
granted.
Her bright rich clothes and heavy jewelry oppressed her when she saw the simplicity of their clothes. She
wished she had not dressed so, even if it was the custom, because no one seemed to care for customs, or even
know them, and looked at her as if she were an object on display. Her discomfort changed to uneasy defiance, and
she stared at the strange creatures around her. But her swift eyes slipped away in timid shyness if they met
another’s.
Her husband came at intervals that grew longer with a few gay words, or a friend to whom he proudly
presented “My wife.” She noticed the never-empty glass in his hand, and the smell of his breath, and from shock
and distress she turned to disgust and anger. It was wicked, it was sinful to drink, and she could not forgive him.
She could not make herself smile any more but no one noticed and their unconcern soured her anger. She did
not want to be disturbed and was tired of the persistent “Will you have a drink?”, “What will you drink?”, “Sure
you won’t drink?” It seemed they objected to her not drinking, and she was confused by this reversal of values.
She asked for a glass of orange juice and used it as protection, putting it to her lips when anyone came near.
They were eating now, helping themselves from the table by the wall. She did not want to leave her chair, and
wondered if it was wrong and they would notice she was not eating. In her confusion she saw a girl coming
towards her, carrying a small tray. She sat up stiffly and took the proffered plate with a smile.
“Do help yourself,” the girl said and bent forward. Her light sari slipped from her shoulder and the tight red
silk blouse outlined each high breast. She pulled her own sari closer round her, blushing. The girl, unaware, said,
“Try this sandwich, and the olives are good.”
She had never seen an olive before but did not want to admit it, and when she put it in her mouth she wanted to
spit it out. When no one was looking, she slipped it under her chair, then felt sure someone had seen her and
would find it.
The room closed in on her with its noise and smoke. There was now the added harsh clamor of music from the
radiogram. She watched, fascinated, the movement of the machine as it changed records; but she hated the
shrieking and moaning and discordant noises it hurled at her. A girl walked up to it and started singing, swaying
her hips. The bare flesh of her body showed through the thin net of her drapery below the high line of her short
tight bodice.
She felt angry again. The disgusting, shameless hussies, bold and free with men, their clothes adorning
nakedness not hiding it, with their painted false mouths, that short hair that looked like the mad woman’s whose
hair was cropped to stop her pulling it out.
She fed her resentment with every possible fault her mind could seize on, and she tried to deny her lonely
unhappiness with contempt and moral passion. These women who were her own kind, yet not so, were wicked,
contemptible, grotesque mimics of the foreign ones among them for whom she felt no hatred because from them
she expected nothing better.
She wanted to break those records, the noise which they called music.
A few couples began to dance when they had rolled aside the carpet. She felt a sick horror at the way the men
held the women, at the closeness of their bodies, their vulgar suggestive movements. That surely was the extreme
limit of what was possible in the presence of others. Her mother had nearly died in childbirth and not moaned lest
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the men outside hear her voice, and she, her child, had to see this exhibition of … her outraged modesty put a
leash on her thoughts.
This was an assault on the basic precept by which her convictions were shaped, her life was controlled. Not
against touch alone, but sound and sight, had barriers been raised against man’s desire.
A man came and asked her to dance and she shrank back in horror, shaking her head. Her husband saw her and
called out as he danced,
“Come on, don’t be shy; you’ll soon learn.”
She felt a flame of anger as she looked at him, and kept on shaking her head until the man left her, surprised by
the violence of her refusal. She saw him dancing with another girl and knew they must be talking about her,
because they looked towards her and smiled.
She was trembling with the violent complexity of her feelings, of anger, hatred, jealousy and bewilderment,
when her husband walked up to her and pulled her affectionately by the hand.
“Get up. I’ll teach you myself.”
She gripped her chair as she struggled, and the violence of her voice through clenched teeth, “Leave me
alone!” made him drop her hand with shocked surprise as the laughter left his face. She noticed his quick
embarrassed glance round the room, then the hard anger of his eyes as he left her without a word. He laughed
more gaily when he joined the others, to drown that moment’s silence, but it enclosed her in dreary emptiness.
She had been so sure of herself in her contempt and her anger, confident of the righteousness of her beliefs,
deep-based on generations-old foundations. When she had seen them being attacked, in her mind they remained
indestructible, and her anger had been a sign of faith; but now she saw her husband was one of the destroyers; and
yet she knew that above all others was the belief that her life must be one with his. In confusion and despair she
was surrounded by ruins.
She longed for the sanctuary of the walled home from which marriage had promised an adventurous escape.
Each restricting rule became a guiding stone marking a safe path through unknown dangers.
The tall woman came and sat beside her and with affection put her hand on her head.
“Tired, child?”
The compassion of her voice and eyes was unbearable.
She got up and ran to the verandah, put her head against a pillar and wet it with her tears.
265.42 1. The Flutter At Twilight 2. Sanctuary: Two Poems\fn{by Minnie D. Sethna (1913-2006)} Bombay,
Maharashtra State, India (F) 1
1
I try to deafen my ears to the music,
But he stops not playing on his heartless flute;
Each note wrings my soul with infinite sadness;
I cry out but find that my voice is mute.
*
My window is crossed by a faint blue shadow,
As he passes by in the quiet lane,
Revealing an unattainable light
And the darkness within me follows in pain.
*
I dread to hear the depth in his music;
Touched to his lips is his flute forever;
In my body the tunes are a fire of sweet seeking,
Yet, like chill blasts, in my blood a shiver.
*
A dead lake touched by sudden storm-winds,
A maddening whirlpool of unworded joy
Churns within me, a far pale echo
Of the secret that laughs in the eyes of the boy.
*

526

I watch for him daily through the golden cow-dust,
For the twilight had with mischief overflowing;
To all he is a simple flute-gay cowherd,
To me a promise gigantic and glowing.
2
My dream city of blanched flat roofs!—
When the gigantic equatorial moon
Comes out from her portals like a priestess queen,
And stills the aching flesh to an incensed swoon …
*
I sit in a corner of the sun-baked courtyard
That is mercifully wrapt in the cool coming night,
And the candle that is lit in the depth of my heart
Revives its flame in the absence of light.
*
Though wide awake, I sleep in my being—
Plumb deeper and deeper a cavern-like space …
The bare floor hurts me with a limitless joy,
And the eyes, trance-burdened, are sealed in my face.
*
My limbs feel heavy with a peace-numbed languor,
As if turned to stone in a timeless relief;
Yet the body is sundered by a subtle knife
And a pouring consciousness boundless though brief.
22.137 Bachcha Lieutenant\fn{by Manohar Malgonkar (1913-2010)} Bombay, Maharashtra State, India (M) 4
The dog barked, alarmed and frightened, the yelping, whining, trailing-off-into-a-howl sort of bark of a piedog,
and Jamadar Tukaram Shindey froze in his tracks, fighting the impulse to fling himself on the ground. He could
hear his own quick gasping breathing and feel his heart pounding violently against his chest, and in his head
surged all the thoughts, confused and fragmentary, that come to one in the face of imminent death—when one
expects an instantaneous hail of enemy bullets.
But with equal suddenness, he realized that he was being foolish, nervous like a new rangroot, and not the
veteran soldier he was on his second campaign in Burma. There was no danger of death. The night was pitch dark,
you couldn’t see your hand in front of your face. So long as you kept your head, so long as you did not make any
noise that would give away your position, you were all right.
Someone gave an order. The dog stopped barking, abruptly, and the Arakan jungle resumed its heavy silence.
Cautiously, inch by inch, Jamadar Tukaram Shindey lowered himself down, and lay prone on the warm earth. His
clothes were wet with sweat.
He unbuckled his belt, and took out from the haversack a thick roll of dry chapatis and two large onions. He
peeled off two onions and began to munch his dinner, biting off the chapatis and the onions alternately.
Two hundred yards away, where the cart track dipped into the dry bed of the Chaung, the dog scratched his ear,
and curled up and lay shivering in spite of the stuffy, oppressive heat. He was a stringy, mustard and white
mongrel, and he was kept permanently hungry so that he should always remain wide awake. Three days ago, he
had been taken from his village near Bhutidaung, and now he was tied to a post near the bend of the road with
strong coir rope. He felt angry and vicious and ready to snap at all times. He was an unwilling and bewildered
participant in the war, but he made an alert sentry.
To Jamadar Tukaram, the dog barking like that in the middle of the jungle at least a mile away from the nearest
hamlet, could only mean one thing; there was a Japanese position near the bend of the road.
Tukaram looked longingly at the two remaining chapatis. Then, folding them carefully so that they shouldn’t
break into pieces, he put them back in the mess tin. After that he unslung his water bottle and put it to his mouth.
The night was warm, the forest giving out a steamy heat, and there wasn’t a breath of air. Tukaram took a tiny
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sip to wet his tongue and the water was cloying and tepid, as though the heat had made it thicker, and it tasted
foully of chlorine. He was thirsty and wanted to go on drinking, allowing the water to run extravagantly gurgling
down his throat. But after three unsatisfying gulps he stopped. This self-discipline too had become a matter of
habit. While on patrol, however close you were to camp, three mouthfuls was all that you allowed yourself with a
meal.
Actually, Jamadar Tukaram could have gone back to the company position and had as much water to drink as
he wanted. And perhaps the Intelligence Officer, Lieutenant Wilson, would have even offered him some tea. The
I.O. always seemed to be drinking tea.
Yes, Tukaram could have gone back to his unit, for his mission had been accomplished. He and another scout
had been sent out to find how far down the Taungdaw road the first enemy position was, and as usual, Jamadar
Tukaram had left the other scout behind.
He always preferred to go on a patrol of this sort alone. He was a jungle man, born and brought up in the
jungles of North Kanara, and he used to be a big-game tracker before he joined the army. To him, there was
nothing strange about the Burmese jungles. He could move in them as silently as any animal of the jungle itself,
and as long as he was sent out on his own, he could get all the information they wanted. But taking someone else
along was always dangerous. It certainly complicated matters.
That had been the cause of his first clash with Lieutenant Wilson. The new I.O., Wilson, a bespectacled, fairhaired, thin young man with a large Adam’s apple, had joined the 4 th Satpuras barely two months ago. He was
nineteen years old, and he had not seen any action so far. He read poetry, and he didn’t drink or smoke or use
swearwords, and he was serious at all times. As such, he was unlike any officer the 4 th Satpuras had had so far,
and God knows they had had a goodly number of queer ones since the war started. Everyone called him the
Bachcha\fn{Child; kid} Lieutenant.
But Wilson had done an Intelligence Course at the School in Karachi, and had managed to get a D grading at
the course, and he was convinced that he knew all about how patrols should be carried out.
“No use going out on your own, Jamadar saab,” he had said, pronouncing the saab as though it rhymed with
“nab.” “Two can observe much better than one.”
“Two people moving about in the jungle make much more noise than one, sir,” Tukaram had pointed out.
“Well, supposing you went on patrol by yourself, Jamadar saab, and you were shot down or captured. Who
would bring back the information?”
“There is much more likelihood of both of us being killed or captured, sir, if two of us were to go, than there is
of my being killed or captured if I went by myself,” Tukaram had said.
But it had been no use. The Bachcha Lieutenant had ordered that his intelligence personnel must never go out
on patrol except in batches of at least two. Actually, he himself preferred a patrol of four, particularly at night. But
in view of the shortage of men, he could not always insist on patrols of four.
So, soon after sunset, Jamadar Tukaram Shindey and Havaldar Ranga had set out along the Taungdaw cart
track, but after they had gone about a mile, Tukaram had left the other scout behind, telling him to wait until he
returned. And now he was all alone, lying on his back, trying to fight a desperate longing for a cigarette, and
hardly a couple of hundred yards away from an enemy position.
For a whole hour, Tukaram had waited in the hope of being able to find out something more about the enemy.
If they only talked or coughed or made some noise, he would have a rough idea of how many there were. But
there had been no tell-tale sounds. After the barking of the dog, and the sharp word of command, everything had
been silent.
Tukaram Shindey shook his head and cursed silently. Then he put on his equipment and without making the
slightest noise, slid away from his position and made his way back to the track junction where he had left the
other scout.
Two low whistles repeated at two-second intervals brought Havaldar Ranga out of the shadows. The first thing
that Tukaram said to him was, “Do you think you can find your way back to camp?”
“Why aren’t you coming back?”
“I have discovered a Jap position, but unless I watch them in daylight I can’t find out anything more about
them. I propose to go back and take a position near them and see what they are up to, find out how many there
are, what weapons they possess, and things like that.”
“Of course, I can find my way back; it is hardly a mile away to camp. But Bachcha saab is not going to like
your going on your own like this.”
“I’m sure he won’t. But that can’t be helped.”
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“He is bound to blow me up. What shall I tell him?”
“Tell him I ordered you to go back.”
“Yes, sir,” said Havaldar Ranga.
Then Tukaram gave the other all the information he had obtained. It wasn’t much. There was an enemy
position approximately one and a half miles down the Taungdaw track. Strength not known, weapons not known.
He gave a four-figure map reference. He told Ranga to say that Jamadar Tukaram was going to try and keep the
enemy under observation during the next day, to be able to make a fuller report in the evening.
“Is that all?” asked Ranga.
“That’s all. I say, you haven’t got any haversack rations you can spare, have you? I will have to carry on the
whole of tomorrow on two dry chapatis and my last onion.”
“No, I have finished all mine,” said Ranga. “I always feel very hungry when I am on patrol.”
“Oh, never mind. You are sure you can make your way back?”
“Of course, I can find my way back,” the other had said, sounding hurt, and within twenty minutes after that
was hopelessly lost. He never returned to the battalion. Early the next morning as he was still wandering in a daze
along a footpath in the forest, he had been neatly picked out by a Japanese sniper.
As soon as Jamadar Tukaram Shindey was back at the spot where he had eaten his dinner, he put his head on
his haversack and fell asleep. He woke up before dawn, and for a long time lay straining to locate any sounds
coming from the direction of the track. Just before first light, he drank another three mouthfuls of water and ate
one of the chapatis. After that, he began to crawl forward towards where he had heard the dog bark the previous
night.
He moved through the undergrowth silently, crouching and crawling on his stomach and every now and then
raising his head to see how far he was from the track.
A large uprooted tree lay between him and the open track, and if he could only get behind the tree, he could
keep a longish stretch of the road under observation. The only snag in getting behind the fallen tree would be that
it would then be impossible to get away from there without being seen. In the grey-green darkness of the jungle
dawn it was easy enough to approach the tree unseen, but once there it was almost certain that he would have to
wait until evening to get away.
But it was equally apparent that if he wanted to keep the track under observation, the tree was the best place,
and cautiously, his stomach feeling empty with nervousness, he made his way through the open ground to the tree.
He could now observe the Taungdaw cart track for a stretch of nearly 200 yards, with the bend of the track
directly below him, hardly fifty yards away.
He was just in time. As soon as the first light of the summer sun touched the tops of the trees, the Japanese
soldiers began to come out one by one, and soon, there were almost twenty of them on the road. Jamadar
Tukaram’s unshaven face contorted itself into a fearsome grin. With a bren,\fn{ A type of sub-machinegun.} he could
have picked them all out; at times they were bunched up beautifully, making an ideal target. One burst, and half of
them would lie dead. But there was no point in thinking about a bren—he didn’t have a bren with him. All he had
was a sten, with three spare magazines, and six 63 grenades fitted with four-second fuses.
But it was much more important to observe these men and take back the information to the I.O. than to kill a
few of them. Because once you had observed them well, you could come with the necessary number of men and
finish them off in one go.
The Japanese soldiers were digging shallow trenches right in the middle of the track. Tukaram wondered what
they were up to. Surely, they were not digging slit trenches in the middle of the open track.
But their purpose was soon apparent. They were obviously putting down AP\fn{ Anti-personnel.} mines and
laying booby trap wires along the track. Fascinated, Tukaram watched the little khaki figures working with the
jerky movements of mechanical toys. In no time at all, they had put in half a dozen brass AP mines and laid
several strands of trip wire across the track. Then they had put back the earth and the leaves on the road to make
the surface look undisturbed.
They finished off soon after nine and then posting a sentry on either side of the bend they began to dig their
foxholes on the opposite slope of the hill. Methodically, putting their heads close to the ground, they cleared the
intervening undergrowth to give their guns an unrestricted field of fire. Their purpose was clear. They would sit in
their foxholes, guarding the track, and ambush any enemy troops that happened to be walking along the track.
Jamadar Tukaram congratulated himself on having come back for a second look. If he had waited until
daylight, he would never have been able to approach so close to their position.
The craving for a cigarette had come back, stronger than ever, and in an effort to drag his mind away, Tukaram
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began to think about his impending interrogation by the I. O. He was quite looking forward to it although he knew
that the Bachcha Lieutenant would be peeved with him for disregarding his orders, and that he would try to be
aloof and frosty and take down the vital information brought back by Tukaram as though he were writing up the
log for a “blank” patrol.
Tukaram pictured himself telling the I.O. all the details: nearest enemy position—one and a half miles along
the Taungdaw track, at map reference, this, this, this, this, this, this; strength—approximately thirty. And then he
could almost hear Wilson asking in that squeaky voice of his:
“How approximately, saab?”
Wilson always suspected approximate figures.
“Well, not more than thirty-two and not less than twenty-eight, sir,” he would say. “They are dug in about
thirty yards up the slope of the hill to the north of the track and they are armed with rifles, two LMG’s and a
Japanese type mortar, and of course, the dog … the damned dog …”
It was nearly midday and all of a sudden, the dog who had been lying quietly in the sun tied up to a stake
buried in the middle of the track, began to yelp, and Tukaram saw a thickset Japanese soldier clumsily swiping at
the dog with a heavy spade. He missed twice, and for that time, the dog continued his furious yelping and then, as
the next blow hit him squarely on the skull, fell limply on the ground and lay silently twitching for some seconds
before he became absolutely still.
There was a clammy, choking feeling in Tukaram’s throat.
“You dog-killing …” he said to himself, “you s …”
The Japanese soldier had dragged away the dog’s body and was shoveling earth on the road in order to
obliterate the bloodstains and Tukaram had a wild desire to let him have a burst from his sten. Instead, he decided
to have a drink of water.
It took a long time for him to unbuckle the water bottle and then he brought it slowly to his mouth and with
deliberate recklessness drained all its contents, knowing that he had nothing to wash down his last chapati and
onion which he had been saving up. The sight of the dog, the faithful sentry of the previous night, being finished
off in that brutal manner was somehow more horrifying than many things he had seen in this war. But as a soldier,
he could see the reason why the dog had been killed. He was a two-edged weapon. He would act as a sentry, of
course, but he could just as easily give your own position away by barking, and if you wanted to lie waiting for an
ambush, it was no use having a dog around. Soon, all was quiet again, and the thin red meandering line of the cart
track looked desolate and deserted. Even the sentries had been withdrawn.
Jamadar Tukaram grinned, and smacked his lips. At least he knew exactly where they had dug their position.
Tomorrow he would himself lead a party and finish them off neatly, as they sat in their trenches with their LMG’s
trained on the bend of the road.
“The dog-killing swines!”
But as far as Jamadar Tukaram was concerned, tomorrow never came. Angrily, biting his nails nervously,
Lieutenant Wilson had waited from early morning for the return of his two scouts. As the day wore on, he had
become more and more fidgety and irritable. He had not heard any firing during the night and refused to believe
that both his scouts had been killed. It was imperative to find out exactly how far the nearest enemy position was,
and that cocky Jamadar of his had let him down. Both he and the other scout sent out the previous evening had
failed to return.
At midday, Wilson sent for his Subedar.
“I want two jawans,” he told him. “They are to take haversack rations, torches, stens with three spare
magazines, and six grenades each. Rubber-soled shoes.”
Lieutenant Wilson was nothing if not thorough.
“I am going on a patrol myself down the Taungdaw road. You will have to act for me,” he added.
Tapping his rubber soled shoes with his fingers to keep his feet from going to sleep, Jamadar Tukaram Shindey
squirmed behind the fallen tree. Despite the cramp and his hunger, he was pleased with himself, and waited
patiently for the release from his position that darkness would bring.
But he did not have to wait for darkness. Late in the afternoon he saw from his vantage point three men in
olive green uniforms walking along the cart tracks from the direction of the Satpura position. He watched them in
disbelief, coming nearer and nearer to the death-trap in the bend of the track, walking carefully, watching both
sides of the track and keeping dispersed. He could see Lieutenant Wilson’s thin, ungainly figure in the lead
followed by two other men who were still too far away to be identified.
“Blast that Bachcha of a Lieutenant Wilson,” he said to himself “Blast him.”
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And then he acted.
“Stop, sahib! Halt!” he shouted at the top of his voice. “Ambush, ambush, stop,” and then he charged at the
trenches of the enemy, firing his sten gun and yelling hoarsely at the same time.
Close to where the dog had been killed was an anthill beside the road, and Tukaram flung himself behind it and
began to hurl his grenades: one, two, three; they went off with resounding booms amidst the din and whine of
enemy bullets. As he was about to pull out the pin from another grenade he felt a white-hot pain in his shoulder
and fell down with an oath, the grenade dropping from his suddenly powerless hands.
Lieutenant Wilson and his two guides had flung themselves face downwards on the road and the bullets
spattered the ground in front of them on the bend. From there, they watched Jamadar Tukaram’s single-handed
attack against the Japanese position. They saw him fall down and then rise, shouting at them,
“Get back, you fools, get back, you fool Bachcha Lieutenant! There are thirty Japs dug in there!”
They saw his shirt redden with the blood squirting from his shoulder and saw him pull out the pin from the
grenade with his teeth and fling it at the enemy trenches with his left hand, shouting,
“Take that, you dog-killing …” and then fall down again.
And then the Bachcha Lieutenant had risen to his feet uttering an unaccustomed oath and running madly into
the dust rising from the bullets which kicked the road near the anthill. With open mouths, his two scouts watched
him run through the screen of dust and reach the anthill unharmed. They saw him pick up Jamadar Tukaram
Shindey, and they were even more aghast when they heard the Jamadar shouting at the sahib in a voice that could
be heard distinctly above the storm of bullets,
“Get back, sahib, get back, you fool Bachcha, run into the jungle!”
They saw the Bachcha Lieutenant pick up the Jamadar and sling him across his shoulder and run and stumble
and fall, and rise heavily and run again. And they saw him stumble and fall again and lie in a heap in the bend of
the cart track in the bed of the Chaung. And they saw more and more bullets riddling the two prone bodies making
their limbs twitch with each hit.
The rest of Lieutenant Wilson’s patrol got back to the battalion.
Neither Jamadar Tukaram Shindey nor the Bachcha Lieutenant ever knew just how much they had contributed
to each other’s death.
1914
78.287 Tai Eesree\fn{by Krishen Chander (1914-1977)} Poonch, Poonch District, Jammu & Kashmir State, India (M)
7
I was in my final year at the Grant Medical College, in Calcutta, and had come to Lahore for a few days to
attend my elder brother’s wedding which was to take place in our ancestral home in Kucha Thakar Das close to
Shahi Mohalla. It was here that I first met Tai Eesree.
Tai Eesree was not really my aunt; but she was the elder aunt. When her tonga came into our locality and
someone shouted, “There’s Tai Eesree!” a crowd of people, both old and young, men ad well as women, ran up to
receive her. Some helped her alight from her tonga.
Tai Eesree was an asthmatic and the slightest movement, or speech, or even the sight of people—left her out of
breath. Some relatives produced money from their pockets to pay the gongawala, but Tai Eesree gave a wheezing
cackle and told them that she had already paid. The way she spoke, struggling for breath, and her asthmatic
laughter, was most attractive to me. The relatives looked crestfallen. They put their money back in their pockets
and complained, “Why did you do that? You don’t give us an opportunity to do anything for you.” Tai did not
answer. She took a fan from the hand of a young girl standing beside her and came along smiling and fanning
herself.
Tai Eesree could not have been a day under sixty. Most of her hair had gone gray, making a pleasing frame for
her brown, oval face. Everyone liked to hear her simple words, spoken through her asthmatic wheeze, but what
fascinated me were her eyes. There was something about them which made me think of Mother Earth—of vast
stretched of farmland and of deep flowing rivers—and at the same time they were full of boundless love and
compassion, of fathomless innocence, and of sorrow unassuagable. To this day I have not met a woman with such
eyes. They had that quality of timelessness which makes the biggest and the most difficult human problem appear
insignificant.
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Tai Eesree wore a gharara of taffeta with a gold border; her shirt was of saffron silk embroidered with flowers.
And her head was covered with a muslin dupatta. She wore gold bracelets on her arms. As she came into the
courtyard there was a great commotion. Young brides and aunts, brothers wives and their sisters-in-law, mothers’
sisters and father’s brother’s wives all ran up to touch her feet. A woman fetched a multi-colored peerhi, Tai
Eesree smiled and sat down on it. She embraced all the women in turn, put her hand on their heads and blessed
them.
And beside them a young girl, Savitri began to wave a hand-fan with great enthusiasm. Tai Eesree had brought
a colored wicker basket with her; it lay beside her feet by the peerhi. As she blessed each person she took out a
four-anna piece from the basket and gave one to everybody in turn. She must have given away over a hundred
four-anna pieces in twenty minutes. When all the men and the women, boys, girls, infants had touched her feet
and received their four-anna piece, Tai Eesree raised her chin and turned back to look at the girl fanning her.
“Which one are you?” she asked.
“I am Savitri,” replied the girl shyly.
“Ai hai, you are Jai Kishen’s daughter! I had completely forgotten you. Come and embrace me …”
Tai Eesree took the girl in her arms and kissed her face. By the time she had opened the basket and given the
girl a four-anna piece, all the women were in fits of laughter. Aunt Kartaro flashed her sapphire ring and
explained. “Tai, this Savitri is not Jai Kishen’s daughter; she is the daughter of the untouchable Heero.”
“Hai, I am ruined!” wailed Tai Eesree. She could hardly breathe. “Hai, I will have to wash myself thoroughly. I
even kissed her on the face. What am I to do?”
Tai Eesree turned her bewildered eyes on the untouchable Savitri. The girl began to sob. This made Tai relent
at once. She took the girl in her arms again. “No, child, you mustn’t cry! You are quite innocent; you are as pure
as a goddess, a virgin goddess. God Himself lives in your undefiled little body. You should not cry. I have to wash
because my religion says I must. No more tears. Here’s another four annas for you …”
Tai Eesree gave the girl a second four-anna piece, and the untouchable Savitri wiped her tears and began to
smile. Tai Eesree then raised her arm to beckon. “Heeroo?! I want water for my bath. You too will get four
annas.” The crowd in the courtyard was convulsed with laughter.
Many people called Tai Eesree “the four-anna auntie;” others called her “the sponsor auntie.” It was wellknown that from the day elder-Uncle Bodh Raj had married Tai Eesree, to the present time, their marriage had not
been consummated. Scandal-mongers even said that before his marriage, young Bodh Raj had had so many affairs
with beautiful sophisticated women that when he found himself wedded to a simple peasant-girl he took an instant
dislike to her and left her strictly alone. He did not maltreat her in any way; he sent her Rs. 75/- every month; and
she lived with her in-laws in the village and served everyone who came. Uncle Bodh Raj had an iron-monger’s
business in Jullundur and often it was many years before he went to his village. Eesree’s parents tried several
times to persuade her to come home, but she refused. Her parents even wanted to arrange another marriage for
her, but Tai would not hear of it. She looked after her husband’s parents so well that they began to cherish her
more than they could have their own daughter. Uncle Bodh Raj’s father, Malik Chand handed over all the keys of
the house to Tai Eesree. Her mother-in-law became so fond of her that she gave away all her gold ornaments to
Tai Eesree.
About other stout women in general one may be justified in wondering how they cope with the problems of
their youth, but no one had any doubts about Tai Eesree. One was sure that even on the day she was born, she
must have raised her hand to bless her own mother and spoken to her in her sweet compassionate voice—“You
have had to suffer much for my sake; here’s a four-anna bit for you!”
It was probably her temperament which made her relationship with her husband so peaceful. As far as their
relatives were concerned, Uncle Bodh Raj was a good-for-nothing bon-viveur drunkard and fornicator. What if he
had made good in his iron business! He had no right to ruin the life of Tai Eesree the way he had. But Tai Eesree
herself had no regret whatsoever at having wasted her life; from the way she spoke and behaved it did not seem as
if she were even aware of the fact that someone had ruined her life. She was always chatting merrily, laughing,
joining people in their fun; always sharing people’s joys an sorrows, always ready to lend a hand. It was inevitable
that if there was a celebration in the neighborhood, Tai Eesree would be there. And if someone was bereaved, Tai
Eesree was there too, to share their grief.
Tai Eesree’s husband had money, but not Tai Eesree. The Rs. 76/- she received every month she invariably
spent on other people. In those days money went a long way. The Rs. 75/- helped a lot of people in distress. But it
wasn’t Tai Eesree’s generosity that drew people to her. There were times when Tai Eesree did not have a pice in
her pocket and yet people flocked to her. On the contrary one often heard it said that merely to touch Tai Eesree’s
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feet gave one peace of mind.
Uncle Bodh Raj was as satanic a man as Tai Eesree was saintly. For thirty years he left Tai Eesree to live with
his parents in the village. When they died and the other members of the family had grown up, married and set up
homes of their own, the house in the village was empty. Bodh Raj had no choice but to take Tai Eesree to
Jullundur. But Tai Eesree was not able to stay there for more than a few days, because Bodh Raj attempted a
liaison with the daughter of a respectable Pathan family from Pacca Bagh. The Pathans told Tai Eesree that it was
out of regard for her that they had spread the life of Bodh Raj and it would be best if she took her husband
elsewhere. A few days later Tai Eesree accompanied her husband to Lahore and rented a small house in Mohalla
Varyaran. As luck would have it, even in Lahore Uncle Bodh Raj’s business flourished. And at the same time he
began to visit a prostitute Lachmi, who carried on her trade in Shahi Mohalla. The affair developed and finally
Uncle Bodh Raj began to live with the whore, and seldom set foot in Mohalla Varyaran. But there was no trace of
resentment in Tai Eesree’s face.
It was at the time when there was much talk of Uncle Bodh Raj’s affair with the prostitute, when my elder
brother’s marriage took place. Bodh Raj did not come to the wedding but Tai Eesree spent all her days and nights
looking after the comforts of the guests. Her amiable ways smoothed the most uneven of tempers; scowls on
people’s faces turned to smiles.
I never heard Tai Eesree criticize anyone, complain against fate, or seem out of her depth. Only once did I see
in her a temporary disquiet.
This was during the wedding festivities. My elder brother was occupied all night with the wedding ceremonies.
Early morning after the ceremony was over, the bride’s people spread out the dowry for display. Those were old
times when people gave colored peerhis rather than the now fashionable sofa-sets; and beds with gaudily painted
legs. Those were times when drawing rooms were known by their native names as baithaks or Diwan Khanas. But
my elder brother’s father-in-law was an executive officer in a Military cantonment; and the first Indian to have
attained this rank. Consequently he gave his daughter a handsome dowry—all of it in the very latest style.
Amongst our relatives this was the first time that anyone had given a sofa-set in a dowry.
The sofa-set was the main topic of conversation amongst our kinsmen. Women from distant localities came to
the house to see the “English Peerhoo.” This was also the first time that Tai Eesree saw a sofa-set. She examined
it with great care; then she felt it with her hands and kept mumbling to herself. Unable to contain herself she
turned to me for an explanation.
“Son, why is this thing called a sofa-set?”
How could I answer a question like that? I just shook my head—“I have no idea, auntie.”
“Why are the two chairs small and the third one long?”
Again I did not know the answer and again shook my head to convey my ignorance.
Tai pondered over the matter for quite some time, clearly perplexed. Suddenly her face lit up with a childish
radiance as if she had found the answer. “Shall I tell you?”
“Yes, auntie.”
She explained to us as if we were a bunch of little children. “Listen! I think the long sofa is meant for the time
when the husband and wife are at peace with each other; then they can both sit on it. And whenever they have a
quarrel they can sit separately on the two smaller ones. The English are a very wise race. No wonder they rule
over us.”
Tai’s reasoning aroused a roar of laughter. But I noticed that Tai herself was suddenly silent. Was she reminded
of the life-long misunderstanding between her own husband and herself? I could not say for certain. But when I
looked up at her, I caught a strange light in her eye, as if somewhere a door in her mind, always kept firmly
locked, had opened for an instant.
*
After taking my medical degree from Calcutta, I married a Bengali girl and set up as a doctor in Dharamtola. I
tried hard for several years but could not build up a practice. Eventually my elder brother persuaded me to move
to Lahore. He set me up in a shop in Kucha Thakar Das and I started my practice amongst my own kinsmen and
neighbors. At Calcutta I had been a young novice without any experience; at Lahore I started with almost ten
years’ know-how of the art of trapping patients. Consequently I did quite well. I was kept busy at all hours of the
day and night.
I had my own family by now, so life went round in a whirl, with no time to go anywhere.
I did not see Tai Eesree for many years. But I had heard that she still lived in the same house in Mohalla
Varyaran and that Uncle Bodh Raj lived in Shahi Mohalla with his prostitute mistress, Lachmi. And that once in a
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while he dropped in, to find out how his wife was faring.
One morning when I was making out prescriptions for the crowd of patients in my clinic, a man from Mohalla
Varyaran came along and said—“Doctor Sahib, Tai Eesree is dying. Come along at once.”
I left my patients and went with the man. Tai’s house was at the extreme end of Mohalla Varyaran. Climbing
the flight of stairs I entered a dimly-lit room. Tai was reclining on her large pillows, breathing heavily. She was
clutching her bosom with her right hand as if to keep her heart in its place. When she saw me, she smiled with
relief.
“Son, now that you’ve come, I will be saved.”
“What’s the trouble, Auntie?”
“A call from the angel of death! I have had a high fever for two days and then suddenly my body went cold.”
(Tai’s eyelids fluttered as she spoke.) “First, life went out of my legs; when I touched them they were icy cold; if I
pinched them, I felt nothing. Then slowly life went out of my belly. And when it was about to depart from the rest
of my body, I clutched at my kidney. (Tai emphasized this by clutching her heart with greater vigor.) “So I
grabbed at my kidney and yelled, ‘Is anyone there? Go and fetch Jai Kishen’s son Radha Kishen. He’s the only
one who can cure me!’ Now you are here; now I know I will live,” she said, with absolute conviction.
I stretched out my and towards Tai’s right arm. “Give me your arm; I will feel your pulse.”
She brushed away my hand with her left hand. “Hai, what kind of doctor are you!” she exclaimed. “You don’t
even know that I am holding my life with this hand. How can I let you feel the pulse in this arm?”
*
In a few weeks Tai was on her feet again. She had high blood pressure. When the pressure went down, she was
able to walk about and resume her interest in the joys and sorrows of friends and strangers. Some months after she
had got well, Uncle Bodh Raj passed away. He died of heart-failure in the house of his mistress.
Tai did not allow his body to be brought to her house. His bier was taken from Shahi Mohalla. She would not
accompany the cortege nor go to the cremation ground. Not a tear came to her eye. Without saying a word she
broke up her marriage bangles, changed from her colored garments into a plain white dhoti, rubbed away the
vermilion powder in the parting of her hair and smeared a little ash on her forehead. That was all she did to
conform to religious tradition.
The plain white suited her gray hair and she looked comelier than before. There was some gossip amongst the
relatives about the strange behavior of Tai Eesree. But so great was their respect for Tai Eesree that no one could
dare to say anything to her.
*
The years went by. My practice now extended beyond Mohalla Thakur Das to Kucha Karmal inside Shahalmi
Gate up to the main square in Wachhowali. In the mornings I was at Mohalla Thakur Das and the evenings in
Wachhowali. The days were spent in work and at times I was not able to see Tai Eesree for a year or more.
Nevertheless I got all her news from the women of the family. Uncle Bodh Raj had left all he had in the bank to
Lachmi, but had willed a house and a shop in Jullundur to Tai Eesree. This gave Tai Eesree a rent of Rs. 150/every month. She continued to live in Mohalla Varyaran as busy as before in her rituals and charities.
One day after seeing a patient I happened to be passing through Shahi Mohalla. I suddenly thought of Uncle
Bodh Raj and then of Lachmi who lived in Shahi Mohalla. And from Lachmi my thoughts traveled to Tai Eesree.
I had a pang of conscience as I had not been to see her for over twelve or fifteen months. I resolved to call on her
at the first opportunity in the next day or two.
I was still sunk in thought when I saw Tai Eesree come out of a lane in the Mohalla. Instead of her usual
garara she was wearing a black one without any hem or ruffles. Even her kameez was a plain white one and she
had a white muslin dupatta which she had wrapped round her head and chin making her look exactly like an early
Madonna.
She saw me almost as soon as I saw her. And she suddenly seemed very embarrassed and turned back into the
lane from which she was coming. I called out to her. My voice had a note of alarm in it. What was Tai Eesree
doing in the prostitutes’ quarter?
“Tai Eesree!” I cried. “Tai Eesree!”
She heard me and turned facing me, head down, like a criminal pleading his guilt.
“Tai Eesree, what are you doing here?” I asked in surprise and anger.
She could not meet my eyes. “Son,” she said, in a faltering tone, “What can I say, except that … that … I heard
that that Lachmi woman was not well … very sick … so I thought perhaps I should go and see her …”
“You came here to see Lachmi!” I screamed at her—“Lachmi that sluttish whore, that bitch that …”
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Tai Eesree raised her hand, and silenced me—“Na, na, son,” she said gently. “Don’t say anything against her.”
She raised her eyes and breathed a long sigh. “She was the only thing left by which I could remember my late
husband. Today even that remembrance is gone.”
*
When the riots flared up in 1947 we left Lahore and came to Jullundur because Tai Eesree had a house there.
She gave the top-floor of the house to her refugee relatives and kept the ground floor for herself. Every day she
went to the refugee camp and gave whatever help she could. Sometimes she would return home with an orphan or
two. In four or five months she had four boys and three girls living with her, because no trace could be found of
their parents She also let refugees use her courtyard and the yard at the back of the house.
In a short while her house began to look like a cravanserai. Nevertheless, not once did an angry frown darken
Tai Eesree’s brow. She entered her own house as if she were a stranger and had been allowed in by the refugees to
whom it belonged. Women have an obsession for personal possessions. But I have never met even a man—far less
a woman—who had as little use for possessions. Perhaps nature had left a vacuum in that part of the head which
longs for property. Whatever she owned was in trust for other people. When she came to Jullundur she began to
eat only one meal a day, but she never complained.
I was tense and easily irritated in those days and Tai Eesree’s simple acceptance often annoyed me. I had lost a
lucrative practice in Lahore and my house in Model Town had been left behind. And now I did not have a roof
over my head—no clothes, no money, not even enough for a square meal. We ate what we were given, when it
was given, and if it wasn’t given, we went hungry. And during these days I was stricken with dysentery. Being a
doctor myself I tried all the medicines I knew. But with an affliction like this one, one needs very careful dieting.
How could I arrange that? My health deteriorated rapidly. For some time I was able to conceal this from Tai, but
then she found out about it. She came to my room and spoke most anxiously: “Son, you take my advice, this is
dysentery. Doctors know nothing about it. What you must do—and I’ll give you the fare—is to go straight to
Uncle Karim Bux, the barber. He has a wonderful medicine which can cure the worst type of dysentery. Your
uncle had the same trouble about 20 years ago; it was Uncle Karim Bux who rid him of it. He spent 10 days in
Gujranwala and came back to Jullundur absolutely fit and healthy.”
I flared up. “For heaven’s sake, Tai, don’t you know I cannot go to Gujranwala?”
“Why not? I’ll give you money for the fare.”
“Money is not the problem. Gujranwala is in Pakistan.”
“So what? Can’t we go there to get medicine? Our Uncle Karim Bux …”
“Tai, you know nothing,” said I interrupting her irritably. “You go on making the most naïve suggestions. The
Muslims have now made a separate country for themselves: it is called Pakistan. Our country is known as
Hindustan. No Hindustanis can go to Pakistan now, nor Pakistanis come to Hindustan. They have to have
passports.”
Tai’s forehead wrinkled in consternation. “Passcourt? Do you have to go to court for it?”
“Yes, of course,” I replied in exasperation, to end the argument. It was too much bother to explain the details to
the old crone.
“No son, it’s not nice to go to court. Sons of respectable families never go to the courts. But our Uncle Karim
Bux …”
“Karim Bux be damned!” I yelled at the top of my voice. “You talk of twenty years ago: You don’t even know
if your ‘Uncle Karim Bux’ is alive or dead, but you go on repeating his name like a parrot.”
Tai turned away with tears in her eyes. After she had gone I felt stricken with remorse for my quick temper.
Why had I hurt the simple, guileless woman? If Tai was unable to grasp the complications of present day life,
what fault was it of hers?
It was a time of frayed nerves and tempers. At college I had always talked of revolution. Later, when I
prospered in life and my practice flourished, the ardor for revolution was somewhat cooled; in due course the
word itself vanished from my vocabulary. The difficult days of Jullundur revived my zeal for revolution. I sought
the company of like-minded people who too had nothing more to lose; we would foregather and discuss the
revolution with great enthusiasm. The meetings were usually in my room, on the second floor of Tai Eesree’s
house. We would have many rounds of tea and discuss the problems of the world. I, working myself into a frenzy,
would wave a clenched fist and shout, “We are not being treated fairly. We should not expect any justice from
these people. I am convinced there will be another inquilab\fn{Revolution.} in this country and it must come soon.”
Tai Eesree overheard us one day. She came in, extremely worried and asked, “Son, are the Muslims coming?”
“No auntie! Who told you so?”
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“Who is this Inquilab you said was on his way here?”
Poor Tai, she believed Inquilab was the name of some Muslim. When he grasped what she was thinking, we
went into fits of laughter.
“How simple you are Tai! Dear, dear auntie we are talking about an inquilab which is nether Hindu or Muslim.
It belongs to all; we want to bring it here.”
It was too much for Tai, she shook her head and gave up. “All right, you boys go on with your discussion. I
will bring you some tea.”
*
To help me out of my predicament, Tai sold her gold bracelet. With the money I was able to take my family to
Delhi, as Jullundur was still very unsettled and had a depressing atmosphere. I set up my practice anew in Delhi
and in a few years I was on my feet again. My clinic was in Karol Bagh where a large number of refugees from
Lahore had settled. Many knew me. Slowly but surely I got them to come to me and began to make a handsome
income. In ten years I was able to build a house for myself and buy a car. I became the leading citizen of Karol
Bagh. Once again I gave up the talk of revolution. The dysentery left me. So did the irritability. I became as
amiable as a good doctor should be.
After 13 years I had occasion to return to Jullundur last March, to attend the wedding of a relative. In these 13
years I had all but forgotten the existence of Tai Eesree. One can make time for relations only when one has no
patients. However, as soon as I got to Jullundur, my thoughts returned to her and all she had done for me;
particularly the gold bangle which had helped me to resume my practice. I had never paid back the money. From
Jullundur railway station I went straight to Tai Eesree’s house.
It was dusk. The air was laden with dust and smoke and the smell of oil. The voices of children returning to
their homes filled the evening as I entered Tai Eeseree’s house.
There was no one in the house besides Tai Eesree, her head bowed in prayer. She had lit an oil lamp and was
offering flowers to her god. At the sound of my footsteps she stepped back and called, “Who is it?”
“It is I,” I answered, entering and smiling at her.
Tai came up another two paces but was unable to recognize me. Thirteen years is a long time! She had become
somewhat deaf and her eyes were weak. Her face looked thinner than before and she walked very slowly.
“I am Radha Kishen,” I said softly.
“Jai Kishen’s little boy?” Tai’s voice was full of emotion. Fearing she might hasten her step and lose her
balance, I went up to her quickly and held her. She clung to me and began to cry. She blessed me a hundred times,
kissed my face, patted me on the head, murmuring,
“Son, where were you all these days? Where have you been? It’s been so long!”
I felt thoroughly ashamed of myself and lowered my head. I tried to speak but the words would not come. Tai
understood my embarrassment and changed the subject, asking, with her old asthmatic wheeze, “Is Saroj well and
happy?”
“Yes, Tai.”
“And the elder boy?”
“He is studying medicine.”
“And the younger?”
“He is in college.”
“And Shanno and Batto?”
“Both the girls are in college. I got Kamla married.”
“Good, good!” she nodded her head in satisfaction. “I also got Savitri married off” she said. “Pooran is at
Roorki. Nimmi and Bumy found their parents. They took them away after six years of separation! Wasn’t that
wonderful? I still hear from them from time to time. Only Gopi is left with me now. Next year he too will leave
me, to work as an apprentice at the railway workshop.”
This was an account of the orphans that Tai had adopted during the riots.
I scratched my chin sheepishly and said, “Tai, I haven’t yet paid the debt I owe you. I am thoroughly ashamed
of myself for not having sent the money. I will send it to you as soon as I get back to Delhi.”
“What kind of debt?” asked Tai very surprised.
“You remember, the bracelet?”
“Oh that!” It came back to her and she smiled very softly. She stroked my head and said, “That was in payment
of the debt I owed you.”
“You did not owe me anything, Tai!” I exclaimed.
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“Son, this life itself is a debt we owe other people,” said Tai in a grave voice. “One should always keep
repaying parts of it. Did you come into this world on your own? No, your parents gave you life. Don’t you then
owe the debt of your life to someone else? If we did not repay this debt, how would the world progress? The day
of reckoning will come … Son, that is why I say I paid the debt I owed you. You must pay the debt you owe to
someone else. Always redeem your debt—that should be the law of life.” So long a sermon left Tai completely out
of breath.
What could I say to her?
What can the shadow say to the light? I heard what she had to say and kept my silence. She too was silent for a
while and then she spoke again. “Neither my hands nor my feet are any good now; otherwise I’d have cooked a
meal for you. When Gopi comes back, he will make something for you. You mustn’t leave before I have given
you something to eat … yes?”
I said humbly, “Tai, please don’t bother about it now. Everything we eat today is because of you.” I spoke
slowly. “I came to attend Tej Pal’s wedding. From the railway station I came straight to your house, but I must
now join the wedding party.”
“Ah yes,” she said. “I too was invited. But I have been feeling out of sorts for the last two days and have
decided not to go. I have sent them a present. You pat Tej Pal on the head on my behalf and give him my
blessings.”
“Most certainly, auntie,” I said, bending down to touch her feet. She clasped me to her bosom. With her hand
on my head, she blessed me a hundred times. “Son,” she said suddenly as I turned to go, “can you do something
for me?”
“You only have to say it.”
“Please come and see me tomorrow morning?”
“Why, auntie,” I laughed, “what’s the matter? I’ve only just seen you now!”
Tai spoke haltingly.
“My eyesight is very bad; at night I cannot see at all. If you were to come some time in the day time, I could
have a good look at you. I haven’t seen you for 13 years, son.”
My eyes filled with tears. I replied—“I will certainly come, auntie.”
*
Next morning more wedding guests were due to arrive and a few of us went to the railway station to receive
them. On our way back, I recalled my promise, asked my companions to excuse me and went towards Tai
Eesree’s house. Around the corner of the lane on which she lived there were little groups of people standing with
their heads lowered. I ignored them and quickened my pace. On the ground floor of her house many others were
gathered, all of them in tears. Tai Eesree had died that morning, while I was at the railway station.
They had laid her on the floor of her room wrapped in a white sheet. Her face was uncovered. There was an
odor of burning camphor and incense. A Pandit was chanting Vedic mantras.
Tai Eesree’s eyes were shut, her child-like face already gray. It had something of an eternal loneliness in it, a
peace, a dissolution in fathomless dreams which made it look, not like the face of the Tai Eesree that I had known,
but of the vast earth itself—the earth in whose eyes ran the rivers of the world, in whose lap were a hundred
thousand valleys where human habitations were sheltered by smiling mountains; mountains, from which rose the
fragrance of selfless love, and the radiance of innocence.
I was standing at her feet gazing on her face when someone put a right hand on my shoulders. I turned round
and saw a young man. His eyes were swollen with weeping.
“I am Gopi Nath,” he said softly.
I realized who he was but made no comment. I did not know what to say.
“I went to look for you in Tej Pa’s house; you had left for the railway station.”
I remained silent.
“Tai asked for you several times this morning. She knew you would come to see her. She waited for you till her
last breath. When she knew she could wait no longer, she said to me—“When my son Radha Kishen comes, give
him this.”
Gopi Nath stretched out his hand and placed a four-anna piece in the flat of my palm.
I broke down and cried.
I do not know where Tai Eesree is today, but if she is in heaven I am certain that even now she is sitting on her
colored peerhi, with her open wicker basket at her feet, patting the heads of the gods and giving them each a fouranna piece.
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66.25 Mitilal, Padre\fn{by Kamal Kumar Majumdar (1914-1979)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India
(M) 12
The shal-wood cross at Hanshadowa could be seen from far off. It was visible from the Nimra hills, from the
slopes of distant Shagarbhanga and from countless cow sheds, pastures and villages. That was because the church
was elevated above the surrounding cultivated land.
The ancient geometrical symbol was etched against the blue of the sky; whether lit by the moon or by the
ferocious tropical sun, it inspired awe and calm. Who was to know that within its abstract form pain was locked
that bore down eternally upon the sweetness of life?
Standing between rows of lanky eucalyptus trees, the little church seemed almost like an English thatched
cottage, fittingly neat and pure, but for the fact that the walls had been expertly painted red, the windows were
made of bamboo and on the floor inside, in the holy corner, mats lay rolled. Every Sunday and special day these
mats would be spread out below the sacred picture and there, before it on a low table, many colored candles
would be kept burning, along with an incenser and flowers scattered here and there. To one side stood an altar
flawlessly fashioned by local Santhal people. Outside, on either side of the church, tidy rows of canna lilies grew
among green lawns—a most unexpected sight in such an area. And there was a bell, hanging from a pillar
entwined in greenery. The bell-rope trailed beside it. The whole verdant scene was most pleasing to the eye in a
land rugged for miles around. Matilal the padre had been able to maintain it like this only through endless toil.
Visitors came with circumspect steps, moving timidly and anxiously lest they sin, their clothes restrained by
church. Truly, Matilal had made a pious place. Water was scattered there every day, drawn from the well nearby:
if no volunteer came forward to fulfill the task then Matilal himself, despite his age, would water the lower-lying
parts where croton bushes thrived between shallow gravestones. These graves carried crosses made of red leaves.
The sole exception was the grave of Matilal’s mother, which had a cross made of jack-fruit wood. Although this
spot was the resting-place of departed souls, birds such as wagtails and Chinese nightingales, not to mention
crows and hawks, liked to perch there. At first this had bothered the padre and he had considered constructing a
scarecrow on his mother’s grave. But then he had thought how ugly this would be. He had asked advice from his
assistant Phulal, who had said:
“I’d use a catapult to scare them off.”
But while making this from a piece of guava-wood Matilal had decided it was not the labor of a Christian:
suppose the birds really got hurt? The idea had saddened him, and the catapult had soon been abandoned.
Matilal was a man who wanted for nothing, not even peace of mind. The day of judgment caused him no
anxiety. He cherished only one desire, to be a true, a full-fledged Christian. The words conveyed to him an ancient
feeling of great love, rather than great repentance. There was nowhere for many miles around the church where he
had not at some time paused to dwell upon this emotion. Not an inch of soil lay
untouched by his austere devotional spirit.
His body seemed to have been carved from a log of shal. He was bald at the front, with long hair at the back
down to his shoulders. Layers of grime coated the back of his ears, and his ancient black habit was in tatters.
Filled with longing to be a true Christian, he tramped the hills in a state of perpetual prayer.
His own meager thatched hut was set back some way behind the church. On its verandah stood his easy chair,
looking ready to collapse if sat upon. Here Matilal sat in the mornings examining tongues and eyes and taking
pulses, enriching the poor and the sick with the merest hint of the blessings of civilization. Sometimes, while they
sat on stools, he told them moral tales and stories of the faithful, to soothe their fevered souls. Other times, when
he paced up and down his little front garden with a collection of hymns in his hand, his body felt as if it had
tendrils, like a creeper. At such moments the sight of some distant old woman wearily resting beside her bundle of
firewood made Matilal alert to her yearning for grace, and he would imagine himself transported to where she sat
in the wilderness, consoling her misery with the message of Christ.
Now Asharh had come, the month of showers and storm-bursts. Water had penetrated even the most intimate
spaces. Tonight the lightning was incessant, the outdoors as dark as Krishna. The flame in the lantern flickered.
Matilal lay on his bed, his Bible open, but his mind lay elsewhere. His eyes were drawn to the lantern on the table
and above it, on the wall, to His image. Matilal’s lips seemed to mutter.
Then Bhulua, the cook, showed up, his head covered in a widebrimmed peka. Overdoing his shivers a bit he
said:
“What a downpour! It’s so cold.”
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Matilal was listening intently to another sound. He looked past Bhulua through the open door and into the
lightning-torn night.
“What rain! Ready for food?”
“Why is that dog barking so much?”
“It’s always looking for trouble. Probably seen a cat—I’ll give it a kick.”
“How about shining the torch at it?”
“You do it, otherwise my rice’ll burn. I’m off.” Bhulua’s reply did not seem curt: the padre was like a mother
to them all.
He tightened the string around his waist, slipped the clogs on his feet and went into the verandah. When the
lightning flashed he saw the dog darting in and out of the church. His torch was on but the dim beam picked up
only streaks of rain. There was a glimmer of light visible in the church and its door could be heard banging.
Matilal went back indoors, paused for thought, grabbed his umbrella and set out fighting into the stormy gusts.
When he got to the church he tried to peep through a gap in the window. He saw only the holy picture swaying
gently, below it the agitated flame of its candle and to its side a lantern wavering as if about to fall asleep. But
above the uproar—rumbling thunder, beating rain and wind, the door banging—his ears caught a fitful
whimpering. He pressed his face so hard against the sill that he bruised his chin. Helped by the lantern, and
particularly by the lightning, he could make out what appeared to be a Santhal woman, miry hands braced against
the earth of the church floor, legs and feet mired too and thrust forward, her sturdy nearly-naked body arched in
pain like a bridge. On one part of her body her sari still clung gracelessly, swollen like an angry hen. Saliva issued from the corners of her mouth, along with frightful groans. These were enough to drown even the racket of
Nature, to obliterate all thought.
Of one thing the padre was certain: this was not the rattling of death. Some sort of rawness, incomprehensible
to a man, was in it. There was also joy, like the furrowing of a plough in new ground. The deep mysteries of
leaves and creepers, storms and showers, earth, stones and the vast inanimate world were all wrapped up in it.
Now the dog too was trying to reach the window. Matilal pushed the animal away and somehow reached the side
entrance of the church.
The black door was suddenly flung open by the wind. The vision of truth vouchsafed through the swirling
downpour made the padre’s skin crawl. Grander than a thunderbolt smashing a mountain, more overwhelming
than an ocean inebriately swamping a tiny river, it surpassed imagination. Sun, moon and stars were not
witnesses, only blood—radiant and supernal. In the soft candlelight it looked red rather than black. A fleshy
seedling was bursting from its pod like a blow against darkness—or perhaps it was a tree, giving shelter and shade
and bringing rain? Or was it really one more dubious burden, as usual? It must be that. The door banged shut, and
then again flew open: there was the holy picture, and there, beneath it, indistinctly illumined by the flashes, was
the woman! She was like some billow of dark cloud torn out of the monsoon sky and funneled into this sacred
building.
The padre could merely stare. His umbrella fell from his hand. In a feeble attempt at normalcy he bent to
retrieve it. But the umbrella danced frenziedly away among the leaves of the canna lilies. The dog leapt after it.
Matilal remained by the door, bewitched, and his hands folded together in a spontaneous namashkar, as if in
greeting. He might have been standing gravely in some Arabian encampment, some scribble in the desert of
Palestine beneath a vast cerulean solitude. His gesture seemed quite in character, nothing odd about it.
Suddenly he returned to reality; water was streaming down his habit. He rinsed his beard, jumped up and
began to run—a difficult feat for an old and weary body housed in a soaking garment—but he made it through the
graveyard and over the fields below for several hundred yards. As he stood gripping the fence the dog continued
frantically to bark. Matilal shouted hoarsely:
“Phulal! Phulal!”
His assistant was on his verandah. He came at once, his peka shoved over his head, and said:
“What’s going on, Father?”
“The church, inside the church …”
“What, what exactly?”
“Something awful … I don’t understand.”
“What d’you mean?”
The padre stopped to get his breath, blurted out everything as far as he was able, then stared at Phulal, wideeyed. Phulal stared back.
“The woman’s in labor is she, Father? She’s giving birth?” He ran inside to fetch a peka for the padre.
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Matilal clasped the fence and shivered. His eyes seemed to open even wider in the lightning flashes. All he
said was:
“What now?”
“We’re ruined! The church …” The padre tightened his grip and said, “What to do …” He seemed as alarmed
and ashamed as if he were guilty.
“We must go and call Bina, the midwife,” cried Phulal, and at once they set off along the dark inundated path.
The padre followed behind, his peka pressed to his head. Dogs pursued them and had to be shooed away. On and
off Phulal cried out:
“We’re ruined.”
Then, Bina’s house. She sat in her verandah, flashed by lightning, smoking tobacco. Phulal leant against a
wooden post and her body bent down to listen. By the time the padre reached them, she had heard everything. She
rose, took her few bamboo instruments from their space beneath the thatched roof, chained the door and stuck a
peka on her head.
The three of them walked fast. At some point the padre’s peka slipped from his head; he noticed it fall but there
was no time to stop.
In front of the church the dog was still barking for all it was worth. The instant it saw them it wagged its tail.
Bina washed her instruments in the water streaming from the roof and said loudly to Phulal:
“What’s a grown man hanging around for? Haven’t you any shame, any manners—d’you want me to give you
a kick?” She made the appropriate gesture.
Phulal moved away in embarrassment. The padre wrung his beard and wiped his face. Bina shook the water off
her instruments and requested:
“Fetch me a pot of fire, a lantern, some straw and hot water.” She touched the instruments to her forehead and
said softly:
“Durga, Durga, Mother Shasti.” Divine blessings thus invoked, she entered the church, glanced around, went
to the wall, picked up a discarded cloth and wiped the instruments, all the while keeping an eye on the sprawled
figure of the woman. Her face became visible when the lightning lit it, showing her hair curled about it by the
wind. After muttering further incantations Bina circled the woman thrice, genuflected and was ready to begin.
When Phulal returned with the pot of fire, the lantern and the straw, he averted his gaze and said only:
“Here they are.”
“Shut both your eyes and hand them to me. Then find a way to keep that damned door shut.”
Phulal did as he was bidden, then joined the padre on the steps outside the church door. Bhulua appeared and
was about to peep inside when the padre warned him off.
“Achchha, I’ll go and roast some onions and come back later,” he said, and took himself off.
Speechless, the two of them held on to the door knockers. The wind pushed the doors so hard that they had to
hold one knocker each. There came the sound of crying, blown on the wind in fits and gusts. For the padre, it
brought an image of cranes flying against a black monsoon sky, or of pigeons soaring in the azure depths of the
firmament. It was more than the instinctive craving of a human spine to stand erect, it was like a ray of light, weak
but refulgent. The padre tingled with excitement.
A sudden clap of thunder and dazzle of lightning. The world shuddered under the monstrous onslaught. The
silence that succeeded seemed almost ominous and then, the next moment, came the sound of Bina’s watchful
words:
“Eh! Oh! A boy. It’s a boy.” To her listeners her words seemed to fall from on high. The men exchanged
glances. Phulal expected the padre to speak. When he didn’t, Phulal giggled a little and said:
“A boy …”
Matilal’s grasp on the knocker had gradually slackened, and Phulal all of a sudden had to grab both knockers.
The padre crouched forward, elbows on his knees, head in his hands and appeared to fall into profound
contemplation: an old man suddenly feeling the strain. Stroking his beard with his fingers he murmured, “What
did you say?” as if speaking to himself: though he had heard Phulal clearly, he seemed to feel an urge to be
thoroughly certain of his statement.
Phulal’s lips moved, but no sound emerged. The crying rose above the noise of the storm as if wanting to
drown it, to harry Nature, vast and ageless though she was, into submission. The new situation both thrilled and
bewildered the padre—what an incredible event to have occurred in the dead of night! Of all the places where it
might have happened, his church had been selected! His mind searched turbulently for the meaning of the marvel,
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the underlying significance of the cry, and as it searched the old padre’s mental state gradually altered. He went
falteringly into the garden, knelt down in the water and with hands folded uttered only:
“Lord!”
The prayer did not spring from stupidity or derangement. Years of devotion lay in its heart. Who was this
creature born into this humble house on such a night of enraged skies terrifying to ordinary mortals, when the
world was like a cave, the forest ravished and tormented? The rain was whipping the padre’s body; but his mind
saw only radiant colors. Immediately after, the thought struck him: was it this for which he had been waiting so
long? Had the reward for his piety finally come?
Phulal stared at the padre like a clown. As Matilal’s mind had drifted off, his hold on the door had loosened
further and he had almost let it fly open. Phulal had grabbed it and shouted at the top of his voice,
“What a wind!”
Now Bina tugged the doors from the inside and Phulal slowly released them. She spoke solemnly:
“Go and get something to dispose of the afterbirth, and bring a spade.” Then she added, “And give me a
smoke.”
Phulal extracted a biri from the fold in his dhoti and held it out. Having washed her unclean hand in the roofwater and shaken it, Bina took the biri and disappeared again for a minute.
Phulal stood waiting for clarification. When she returned Bina gave it, standing on the steps of the church,
sucking contentedly at her biri, having knotted together the two door knockers with the end of her sari. As Phulal
splashed away through the mud like a frog to fetch the required items, Bina puffed strongly, blinked to catch
Matilal’s attention and said:
“Eh, Padre.”
The lightning revealed the padre still motionless in prayer. He had left behind his corporeal body and traveled
incorporeally to an ancient time, the age of the earliest gospel. His mind was full of the words of Him whose dust
still greened men’s thoughts.
“Eh, Padre!” Bina raised the pitch of her voice to bring him back to his surroundings. The padre was in a state
of inspiration; the world was one of purity and sacredness—of this he had never had doubts—and today his faith
had been confirmed. He picked his way back to the door and faced the midwife. She pulled hard on her biri and
said:
“He’s arrived, the creature. Quite a basketful! Looks a real prince, as fair as a prince.”
She rolled her eyes in amusement.
Just then Phulal came back at the double, head down, back bent against the storm. Bina looked at him and
remarked:
“You old dimwit, you think a small pot like that is big enough for all this earth? Better get another one.”
“Blasted woman—why didn’t you say so before?” Phulal retorted. Although the padre was watching them both
he seemed to be somewhere else. His lips were trembling with mantras. Phulal went off again and after a while
returned with the items. Bina nipped the end of her biri, stuck the remainder behind her ear, picked up the things
and went inside.
She had turned the newly-delivered mother on her side. The baby boy lay on a pile of straw, mewling
ceaselessly. With some effort Bina dug up the soiled earth and put it in the pot. Carrying this in one hand and the
basket in the other, she kicked open the church door and came out. The two men had their eyes elsewhere. Bina
stood on the steps and said, laughing:
“He’s all yours, Padre, you’ve got a real god in there. You can give me a sari, now go and take a look at your
little lotus.” With that she walked off into the rain, her head swaying from side to side, calling back once:
“God knows where the woman’s from. She says she has no one.”
Bina’s words—“a real god in there”—flooded the padre with divine light. Neither man knew what he should
do. One held the left knocker, the other the right one, together they stood and gazed within. Their strange posture
made them look like figures in a triptych. Matilal felt deprived of the power of speech by the palpitating rosecolored thing; but this did not surprise him. The woman lay further away, cloud-like, while in the foreground, as
Bina had said, lay the basket of divine grace. There was some kind of fragrance too.
The padre climbed a few steps to the verandah of the church and sat there with folded hands and unblinking
gaze. He smiled a little in a prayerful way.
“Right now!” said Phulal severely. “All this is fine but where’s the woman from?”
Matilal heard what was said but continued to stare at the infant with tears in his eyes. Meanwhile the door flew
open and banged shut several times. Phulal suggested eagerly:
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“It looks as though the baby takes after the father, don’t you think so, Father?”
The padre gave him a stern glance and said, “Phulal.” His tone was admonitory. It was most unusual for him,
but his intention was simply to preserve the decencies, rather than to show he could bite when provoked. The
people of the area regarded the padre as a gangling child, even imagined picking him up and putting him in their
laps. So, although the padre’s rebuke slightly embarrassed Phulal, he was not put off. He ran his tongue over his
lips, shrugged and said:
“You think I’m imagining it? It’s true what I say. I don’t talk in riddles.” Matilal shook his head emphatically:
“Later.”
“All right, I’ll hold my tongue. But the fact is, you know many things but, being a padre—you don’t know the
ways of the world. The church is impure now, it’s defiled. Let Bina find out the truth.” Matilal just shook his head
impatiently once more:
“You don’t understand, Phulal. Cast up your eyes and say a prayer of thanksgiving.” Then in a low voice he
added, “Please go and get my Bible as quick as you can, I seem to be forgetting what must be done.”
Phulal was fatigued. The padre’s mention of the Bible disgusted him. He was a Christian but he became
annoyed and said:
“Are you about to die? Now the boy’s born why not go and change your clothes. Where’s she from, who
knows? Get up.”
“No no, go and fetch it—and bring a lantern too.”
“Oh Father! on a night like this, with all the bother of this damned birth, d’you really need a Bible? Are you
out of your mind, Father?”
“Please go, there’s a good fellow.”
Phulal had no choice. After some time he came, back with the Bible and stood waiting, lantern in hand. As the
padre took the book he asked:
“Hold the lantern up.” Phulal obeyed. The padre opened to the appropriate page, stroked his beard a couple of
times and felt his mind become composed. His lips quivered with mumbled sentences. A dung-beetle settled
suddenly upon the page; Phulal, seeing the padre’s absorption, simply brushed it away with his free hand. The
padre reached the end and said, “Amen.” Phulal immediately repeated the word, lowered the lantern and
muttered:
“Bitch!”
The padre looked weakly at him. Phulal was a bit disconcerted. He changed tack.
“Well, I mean she seems to have all the time in the world and no sense. How long’s she been gone? No sign of
her … Ah, here she comes … Where’ve you been, bitch!”
Bina’s reappearance was a chance to vent his irritation.
“Oh, just having a screw before killing myself,” she snapped and looked straight at the padre.
“Father, I’m back only for your sake. This man here, this bastard idiot Phulal, tell him to treat me with some
respect—casteless Christian fellow!”
“Hey, listen to her, a low-caste woman—lowest of the low.”
The padre was ill-prepared for such spitefulness. It was agony to hear. He felt like a rabbit trying to reach its
hole. His mood of meditation was buckling. Bina, fixing her gaze on him, perceived his suffering. She said:
“I swear to you, Father—I have not touched drink, I’ve brought only some food, I must stay here all night, but
I need a smoke.”
“My dear, this is a church, it’s not permitted. Come to my house.”
“How can I keep on leaving the child and this woman? Here she lies—family unknown, caste unknown,
village unknown, having her baby—nothing wrong with that, I suppose? Well well …”
Phulal seconded Bina and looked at the padre. Matilal felt that vile and clammy arms were trying to embrace
him and he shrank back, saying helplessly:
'Bina, you don’t realize who he is …”
She put down her bundle while the padre was speaking, and gathered herself for a retort. Throwing out her
hands like a typical rustic actor she challenged:
“Many places and much business have I seen, but I have never clapped eyes on her, whoever she is—the lady
herself says she’s got no one. But she can have a child here and I can’t have a smoke?”
“I agree, it’s not at all fair,” said Phulal.
The padre was troubled. The conversation was polluting his mind. He thought of saying, “There’s a small child
here—smoking isn’t good for him,” but instead he found himself blurting out:
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“This one who has just been born, you do not know who—”
“How about that!” Phulal butted in, with a smile in the direction of Bina.
“Yes, is that so?” said Bina. “I delivered him, I cut his cord, I nursed him, and I don’t know … but you do?”
Like an innocent child, open-eyed with faith, the padre simply repeated:
“The one who is just born you do not know.”
Bina had a streak of mischief in her. She stuck her arms akimbo on her waist, flung out her elbows and danced
around like one of Lord Krishna’s play maidens.
“Hearing your words makes me dance like mad. . . Now I must give up my caste and become a Christian!” she
simpered.
Phulal shouted his disapproval.
The padre, for his part, might have been expected to detest the whole exhibition, but he did not. He remarked
with a helpless grin:
“Bina, if you live long enough you will understand. I am certain my prayers have not gone unanswered.” So
saying he took a long look into the room. The sacred picture still hung above the candles, the ground below was
still ploughed up, and in front of it there still lay the struggling pink creature. The whole scene made the padre
wild with excitement. All at once he ran off towards the bell-rope, untied it from its post and began forcefully to
pull it. The bell rang out like a rejoinder to the thunder-claps in the sky. Bina said to Phulal:
“Oi, old man, the Christian has gone crazy. You call yourself a Christian—go and save him, save him you
wretch.”
A noise of absolute disgust came from Phulal. He had put up with being soaked all this time and now his
reward was an outburst of lunacy: it was intolerable. Yet he felt obliged to bear it. Bina’s behavior had provoked
the Christian in him; he knew that any task performed in the church, especially one done for the padre, was
blessed.
When Phulal reached Matilal he found him tugging haphazardly at the bell-rope as if possessed. In the
lightning’s glare he was a ghastly sight and Phulal was alarmed. But he pulled himself together and stepped
forward to take the rope from the padre who cried, “Pull, pull well!” and clapped his hands like a child. “The rain
will cease, Phulal, they will come, and I will tell them—look who has come among you …”
“It won’t stop, I’m telling you,” said Phulal. He wanted the storm to rage without respite, and so give him a
break. Then he added with angry conviction:
“You are here. Who else do we need?”
Strangely, the rain did fizzle out. It was a common event in these parts. The clouds vanished, the hills became
visible and the moon shone clearly through the gaps in the gently moving eucalyptus trees. In ones and twos
people began to pick their way through the mud. A group of conical straw hats—pekas and tokas—assembled.
Their owners came from the lower depths of poverty but each was hell-fearing, each desired to be virtuous as they
gathered quietly in the field beside the church. The padre nodded his head joyfully and called out:
“Today a golden being has been born.” The glad news announced, the padre said:
“Phulal, the Bible please.”
Phulal brought both Bible and lamp and stood waiting. The padre read and then they sang the hymn: You Light
the World and Bring New Life, Scattered All Around. It was followed by a prayer: “He who has come will cause
you to see …”
Then everyone crowded beside the church and tried to peer through the windows or through the door. Though
old they still knew how to cry and how to respond to others’ crying. They listened to the baby’s sound intently;
each thought his crying no ordinary cry. Bina appeared and said:
“Look, all these fellows’ll suffocate the child, make him sick. Send them packing before they finish the boy
off.”
Somehow Phulal was able to restrain the people. All were anxious to see the child’s mother but the padre stood
guard, reminding them this was a church: they did not have the courage to press their claims.
Next to Matilal’s house stood another hut. It was allotted to the mother and the new arrival for the time being.
They moved in.
*
One evening soon after, the hermaphrodite Badan turned up. The padre was sitting in his easy chair. Lifting his
eyes from the Bible in his hands he asked:
“Where have you been these days?”
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“Father, I went away to my sister. Then I did this and that for a while. And then the news reached me that
Heaven had delivered a small babu to your house and so I thought—I must go and see this little lord with my own
eyes.”
Matilal was thrilled. Keen to hear more he watched astonished as Badan’s body began to undulate with
excitement.
“I must sing a song to charm this little Heavenly messenger, this Dut Babu. Maybe he’ll be true to his name
and carry a message for me and then I’ll be born again as a man and have a son! This life has been a rotten one.”
Badan wiped away a few tears with a corner of sari.
Matilal wanted to speak some words on the subject of rebirth but did not because he knew they would be
wasted; besides, he felt pity for Badan’s distress. He said only, “Hold on, Badan,” and then got up and called
Bhamar.
She, the child’s mother, was by now well-versed in such displays. Balancing the child in her lap she came and
sat on the charpoy on the verandah. The way she sat made her look like an icon. Badan was highly impressed by
the whole picture. With the usual affected gesture Badan said:
“Father, I understand only how to get bread, not to give reverence, but I must say that though I have not seen
Heaven, I can feel its grace here.”
The words transported Matilal. Badan meanwhile took the opportunity to study Bhamar. The healthy glow of
her body was disturbing. Badan felt compelled to pull away, go to the small courtyard, clap hands and begin to
sing:
What’s to worry, why worry.
Heaven has found a home.
Why should I worry …

Warming to the rhythm Badan danced round and round. Some typically salacious words came to mind, but
after one or two probing glances at the padre, Badan omitted them: the more the hermaphrodite twirled, the more
devotional in tone the song became.
Bhamar sat gazing at Badan without feeling able to display her curiosity; she let herself show only the wonder
of a child.
Badan told the baby:
“Why do you look at me like that, do you recognize me? You smile? Oh Dut Babu, I have sung through so
many former births.” Badan glanced once at the padre, then winked suggestively at Bhamar.
She initially did not comprehend the gesture and continued to look child-like. Badan went on dancing and on
the next round again flicked an indecent look at the woman. This time Bhamar felt herself flush and at the next
moment felt a sense of alarm. She bent down and glanced askance at the padre. He appeared tranquil. She became
distinctly uneasy, fixed her gaze on the baby’s head and watched its pulse throb. The hermaphrodite danced,
shadow circling the charpoy. Fear prevented Bhamar from lifting her head, but neither could she find any excuse
to get up. She gave the child a small pinch and immediately it began to cry. The padre got up and came over:
“Why is he crying? You had better feed him.” Then he added to Badan: “Well Badanchand, perhaps you should
go now.”
“I’m leaving, Father, but first bless me Father, so that in births to come I can be a father and a virtuous man.”
Then Badan bowed several times.
*
Days passed. Ploughing continued on the spreading slopes of Sharendi. Small shadows passed back and forth
across the water lying in the furrows as the big bull buffaloes ambled to and fro. Badan too ploughed. The land
belonged to Jadu, who was a laborer. Badan so far had felt unable to voice suspicions, because people would
certainly object; in fact they would be outraged. But eventually Badan said to Jadu:
“You know, I think that woman’s passed through quite a few hands …”
Jadu pretended to rebuke him:
“Eh, go to hell, wretch!” He turned the plough and went off again, but the next time around he said, “Shame on
you,” and stopped to question Badan.
“Listen, I’m telling you, she’s taking advantage—taking us all for a ride.”
The idea seemed to please Jadu, and he called everyone together. Most were Christians and they were rather
proud of the boy-child. There was no such compulsion in Jadu because he owned land, and besides, he was a

544

Hindu. Unlike the others he was also partial to drink and singing. When everyone had dragged his plough to
Jadu’s land beneath the ridge Jadu unexpectedly lashed the water with his whip and loudly proclaimed:
“Here’s this good-for-nothing eunuch! Now listen to him!”
“Old Jadu here has listened to me, do me the honor of listening too,” Badan began.
“What rubbish are you talking, son-of-a-bitch!” someone called out. “If people hear, what will happen?”
Most of those assembled could not follow what was being said, so they shifted uncomfortably and looked from
Jadu’s face to Badan’s and back again. They were simple folk, looking forward to enjoying a bit of fun.
“If you’ve got the guts, tell them all you told me,” said Jadu. “I’m not scared. I look after myself!” Badan
tightened his shoulder wrap and said:
“If I tell a lie what do I have to gain? Tell me that.” Then, in a somber voice Badan slowly said:
“The mother of the little messenger babu—she’s a whore.”
Lashing his buffaloes, he departed.
The congregated Christians stood wide-eyed and open-mouthed for a moment, then dissolved into hubbub
while Badan, twisting the tails of the animals, pulled gradually away. But soon fear of sin and a sense of shock
jerked them back to their work; Badan’s buffaloes promptly panicked and Badan was deposited in the water.
Many of the crowd were clearly over-excited by the hermaphrodite’s remark; the little copper bells that hung
hidden between their loins as luck charms, were all at once glittering in the sun’s rays. They went back to their
ploughs and Badan was left lying in the water, staring at the sky.
With the field almost empty again Jadu shouted:
“Why should the bugger lie? He’s powerless—he’s just an impotent fellow.”
The ugly story did the rounds. Consequently anyone who so much as set foot on the path towards the church
fell under suspicion. But no one yet had the courage to crack jokes about it.
*
A few days later Jadu suddenly turned up at the padre’s leading a large goat. He had put kohl on his eyes and
wore a clean wrap around his shoulders.
The padre had for some time been thanking the Lord for the way that the baby boy’s reputation had spread.
The event had given everyone fresh faith; it was thrilling verification of the seriousness of their fundamental
beliefs. Jadu said:
“Father, we ploughed well and now we are ready to reap.” He handed over the goat, adding as he did so, “It’s a
fine harvest … we expected that, when the heavenly messenger, Dut Thakur, came among us.”
After that he had an audience with the baby and mother, and then with a pang departed.
Pataki, a local ruffian, came next. With tears in his eyes he said:
“Please, help me to be good.”
Bhulua, who lacked common sense, got worked up and said to Pataki’s face:
“Father, these badmash-fellows have bad eyes—like cobras.” The padre was mortified. When Pataki had gone
he said:
“Bhulua, there is no such thing as bad.”
“No such thing! If I buy a brinjal and don't look out, won't I get gypped? Even a biri costing half a pie—if you
don’t look sharp, it comes broken.”
“Wherever the Lord’s name is, there is nothing bad.”
“Eh? Nothing bad! So who steals my biri every day then? Nowadays I have to keep it round my waist.” He
showed the padre.
The gross laughter of Bhulua bothered the padre. It brought back a dim memory: Bhamar, sitting on the
charpoy, the child in her lap, and as she tightened her sari around her waist three biris dropped out, one of them
half-smoked. The padre had ignored them but later returned to them, saying:
“You shouldn’t smoke those things.”
“Bhulua gave them to me to look after.” Without giving way to his true feeling Matilal said:
“You shouldn’t keep them.” He paused. “Bhamar, you don’t know whose mother you are. You must stay pure.”
Then he touched his forehead to the feet of the child.
Bhulua’s words about biris brought the episode back. But Matilal’s joy at the baby’s new fame swept all before
it.
*
The gossip continued. One day Phulal went to the padre and said:
“Father tell me—how do we answer these people?” The padre simply patted Phulal on the head and said:
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“God’s will.”
Questions were constantly being asked of Phulal or of the less-than-brilliant Bhulua, who was the most curious
of them all. Wherever his work took him Bhulua interrogated people without getting any firm answers. His
opinion remained fixed by his reaction on the very first day: the woman was a bad lot. And the blame for this
opinion, it should be said, was Bhamar’s: to Bhulua she had said, “I’m from Raina;” to Phulal, “I’m from
Sharenga;” and to someone else it was “Belpahari.”
Phulal brought visitors—village watchmen and others—from distant villages, announcing to all and sundry,
“Men have come here from far away to see the prince.”
Matilal never understood such tricks. Bhamar would sit, baby in lap, with the look of a frightened mouse,
praying that the padre would not get up. If he did, the visitors would turn on her with hard eyes and demand of her
in Phulal’s presence:
“Where’s your man? Where are you from?”
Bhamar would only look frightened and weep.
In this way time passed but no one became any the wiser about Bhamar’s identity.
*
She seemed to be losing her mind. One evening, when the padre was kneeling absorbed in prayer, Bhamar
brought her tall, beautiful body near him and stood like a statue. He was not conscious of the precise moment
when she fell and clasped his feet, but her face touched his soles, her hair was disheveled and the ground was
moist with her tears.
Their warmth deepened the padre’s composure—until finally he turned his head. He withdrew his feet and
stood up. A flustered Bhamar somehow lifted her eyes and said questioningly:
“Father …”
“In church you should not touch a person’s feet, Bhamar.”
“Father, what’s to become of me?”
“A person can get new life through repentance, my dear. Through repentance a new life has come to you—you
must come to know the one who has been born: he is a great saint … a preacher whose name will spread far and
wide.”
Evening, night and morn the padre prayed before the boy-child. He used no words, simply concentrated his
mind. Sometimes the child lay on its mother’s lap, sometimes in her arms, sometimes at her breast. He also
prayed on the hillside in the middle of the night.
Late one night he was on the verandah, getting ready to go out, when he caught sight of Bhamar leaving her
room in an odd fashion: her eyes seemed white in the darkness, as if lacking pupils. When she noticed him she ran
up. Her voice was slurred:
“Father …”
Stroking her head the old man reassured her:
“Give thanks to God for your new life. Just look at the child, what a beauty he is.”
As he spoke Matilal suffered for Bhamar, and yet he was pleased because he knew that without trials, there can
be no redemption.
*
Another night a slim moon hung low in the sky. The hillside was deserted—only piles of rock kept the padre
company. He finished his prayer, rose and suddenly observed Bhamar, her clothes in disarray. She saw him and
grabbed his feet, apparently startled:
“I’ve been searching for you, Father. See how the thorns have cut my feet. What’s to become of me?”
The padre told her:
“Adore him—and all will be well.”
The padre soon got into the habit of taking the child with him during his prayers. In one place a hill stream
called Sharnado flowed within the shadow of tall shal trees, forming pools and eddies in the darkness. As the
padre stood on one bank he glimpsed on the opposite bank someone as still as a stone. He called out:
“Who are you?”
“It’s me, Father.” He paddled over the sandy bed and queried:
“You’re here?”
“I wanted to weep. If I weep there, you’ll be upset.”
“Please, do not weep. Let me give him to you.” He placed the child in the woman’s lap. For once Matilal
called to mind what the gossips said. But then he thought:
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“How rare to discover purity such as Bhamar’s on this earth!”
*
The child now lived with the padre constantly. Every detail of its appearance and behavior was stored in his
mind. From his place in the padre’s lap the child saw many a midnight, cried on many a hillside and was
constantly watched by Matilal and the vast sky for the slightest signs of childish restlessness. How many fields he
trod, carried by the padre, and how many ailing foreheads his small feet brushed in blessing! That was how he
spent his early life. He called the padre Father, and out of naughtiness he sometimes opened the Bible; an action
the padre liked to invest with deep meaning. What was really extraordinary, a matter for real pride, was that the
boy never tore a page. Whenever the padre called out, “O heart, sweetheart,” he would come toddling in.
One day the padre, with the boy on his shoulders, was returning from Nimra through the shal forest and mahua
groves at Sharata when suddenly he came across a little party.
A coarse mat was spread out; on it sat Jadu, Jahar, Badan the hermaphrodite, Bhola the messenger and Pataki.
There were bottles and Jaga was skinning a titi bird. When they caught sight of the padre they hid the bottles,
except the one in Jadu’s hand which he covered with his palm. The padre was put out. He stood still, they bowed.
He said:
“What’s this?”
“Well, it’s kerosene for the evening.”
“Kerosene?”
“Well, if we don’t drink it our wicks won’t burn.”
“Give up all this drinking. Come and see the visitor.”
“Don’t we already know him? He’s our deliverer—from all the sins we commit in this birth.”
“Shame on you. Do you prefer to lie in the gutter?”
“If we don’t lie there how can he deliver us?”
None of the Christians present argued, only Jadu. The padre went sadly away. Later, he knew, they would open
the vat of fermenting liquor.
That night he remembered the party they had mentioned. He now felt he had spoken too bluntly about “lying in
the gutter;” that he was in the wrong. It seemed to him that he should ask forgiveness. He dithered for a while but
soon became resolute and set forth.
At Jadu’s house he found Jadu was not back. Neither was Jahar at home. So, walking over the rough and
rolling ground, the padre headed for Nimra. The month of Phalgun was then at its peak and the mahua trees were
in bloom. The main grove was over the summit of a rise. As Matilal neared the top he heard a voice say quickly,
“Ai, eh, padre’s coming,” as if telling others to beware.
Not far away, between the gaps in the foliage glinting in the moonlight, a few faces were furtively visible,
bottles lay strewn about and a dog was licking the vat; closer still the padre’s gaze fell upon the body of a welldeveloped young woman. It sprawled on the ground, her face half in shadow. She was stark naked, her hair
fluttering gently in the breeze, a few plucked titi feathers scattered around her body. Someone called out;
“Eh, Bhamar, padre’s here.”
The body was the same one that he had once compared to a monsoon cloud.
Bhamar managed to prop herself up in the mire and said:
“Father, what’s to be my fate?”
He had not anticipated such an abominable scene. His own voice seemed to speak in his ear.
“You have received new life. You do not know whose mother you are!”
He felt insulted, swindled, grossly humiliated by the sight: his chest ached and his forgiving old eyes filled
with tears. His whole being was transfixed, only his beard blew in the wind; someone seemed to have hit him hard
in the back with a heavy stick and broken his spine. Anger and shame were choking him. Fighting back his tears
he strode to the church and wept like a child before it. But once inside he was bewildered. He could not bring
himself to stay there.
On the path home his hands wanted to rip apart the leaves of the canna lilies. In his room he turned up the
lamp, opened the Bible—but his thoughts would not collect themselves. He felt an urge to ask Bhulua—where’s
Bhamar? Entering the verandah and gazing at the sleeping figure of Bhulua, his eyes shifted across to the window
of Bhamar’s room and he got gooseflesh—it was pitch dark. He sat down abruptly in his chair and gripped the
arms, his face running with sweat in the dark. To control his jerky breathing seemed all but beyond him.
Standing in the field beside the church he wanted to offer a prayer, but his mind, like his spine, seemed to have
shattered. And yet if he, Matilal, a padre, were to forget the Holy Father, even for an instant, wouldn’t that destroy
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his very existence? Horses' hooves seemed to be galloping between his ribs: where was his heart? his
compassion? was the soul just a line of words in the Bible after all? Without faith a man might as well use the
sacred page as fuel to heat milk for his infant.
A whole jungle of beastliness seemed to have entered him. He was not tired—the day’s events had robbed him
of fatigue—but the distant call of a nightingale could not move him, he felt so indifferent to such perfect
sweetness of creation. Unexpectedly he found himself thinking—my devotion means nothing, I’m just a coward.
When nostrils flare, breathing quickens, brows furrow and teeth become bared, a person’s thoughts charge
down one narrow path. Matilal could think only, “I’ve been cheated,” between tantalizing flashes of the body of a
woman in the bloom of youth, lying in a mahua grove.
His mind went back to the time when he had first heard the name of the Lord; he had felt himself more blessed
than the angels themselves—triumphant in his victory. Now he was simply one of the duped. The harsh fact is,
padres are more easily deceived than day-laborers.
Wretched Matilal. The harder he clung to the pillars on the verandah and bit his knuckles, the more the tears
welled out of his eyes, blurring his vision. Then he caught the sound of another cry: it seemed to approach him in
a mass of smouldering color. He eyed it intensely. Through his misty gaze, the rays of the lantern were like carved
lines in a woodcut in which the child stood in the center-ground, rose-hued like a lovely Persian pomegranate.
Hastily the padre averted his eyes. Then he looked again—but this time stealthily; and the scene transformed him.
A normal human being never wears the kind of look that Matilal now wore, lacking as he does either claws or
fangs. Matilal was now truly terrifying to see. His head was spinning, his garb chaotic; like a giant bat he flew
into the room and swooped upon the child. His mind was snapping but his resolve was swift and fanatical. The
child was simply baffled, otherwise he would have burst into tears.
He gazed at the padre and sensed the familiar lap. The padre glanced once at the boy and looked away. With
long strides, often unsteady but firmly intent, he set out. His feet slipped on the ridges of the fields but always he
found the path again and then, leaving it, a new path; and after that, yet another path.
The sky turned pearl. Light crept down from the hilltops and spread over the hills. Shadows appeared, long and
deep. Birds darted up, uttering cries. The baby boy came to with a giggle.
Matilal’s sweating face was oddly set as he observed the child, turned away and again looked. His
determination weighed upon him like a stone. Then, abruptly, his brows knitted and he halted. He stood rooted to
the ground but his legs still shook as if dreading he would revert to being Matilal the padre. He set the child back
on his shoulders and started off again. One or two women were out picking up cow dung on the road. They put
down their baskets and bowed to the padre. He walked straight past without a glance.
In time he reached the Khondari jungle. As some birds flew past, he stopped. Around him, despite the night’s
rain many varieties of tree were in flower. Storm water still dripped from their leaves. The lower reaches of the
Ban Dhoyani waterfall were swollen and gushing, but higher up everything was hushed.
He came to a neat clearing. A creeper had twined itself around a shal tree surrounded by dense bushes. The
padre lifted the child down from his shoulders and looked away from him. He brought his hands together,
prepared to pray, but instead cracked his finger joints in futility, letting the prayer float up unspoken, out of the
mundane mortal world.
He gazed about him, absorbing the isolation, sensing the drops of water falling through the breeze. The child
was not frightened by such solitude, he knew its eeriness well. He stood holding the padre’s habit without alarm,
excited by the drops of water, from time to time calling:
“Father, Father.”
The pitter-patter of water on the leaves and the trickling of the waterfall might have reminded the padre of lips
trembling in church, anxious to repent. But his thoughts were as unbending as an axe, as taut as a bowstring.
Without thinking at all he pulled a rattle from his pocket and seemed as if about to hand it to the child—when he
suddenly hurled it away. The boy toddled off like a baby elephant to fetch the rattle from among the feebly
shivering leaves of the bushes.
One of the bushes shook violently. An animal seemed to pass through it. Its thorns tore at Matilal’s habit, but
somehow he got through. On the spot where the child now stood, two or three flowers were seen to fall from the
agitated tree above. Matilal watched them through a gap in the bushes. The boy was obviously thrilled by the
rustling leaves.
A sickly sigh escaped Matilal’s throat. His hands slipped slowly downwards from his eyes as if to pray, but
hung shaking. The old man’s forehead had been scratched by thorns. He saw the child, unblinking, stretch out his
hands. Raindrops splashed on his palms. He was extremely happy, his tiny teeth gleaming in his open mouth.
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Catching hold of the rattle he began to shake it. The rain spattered; the leaves quivered; the toy tinkled. Then the
child’s second hand started to grope for the habit of the padre: soon it was searching desperately while all the time
the first hand continued to shake the rattle. Not finding any trace of another hand the child swung round, looked
about him and then, his mouth creasing, yelled:
“Father!”
The cry was wild, like his cry on the day he was born.
It did not move Matilal: he ran a short distance as if chased by a snake and hid himself in a hole the size of a
man. But though he was caked in mud, the sound of crying still reached him. Raising himself up gingerly like a
thief, he peered in the direction of the sound.
Now he could see. The child was walking forward crying, tripping over the hard ground, crawling a bit, then
somehow getting to his feet. There was grit and blood on his tender knees.
The endless wilderness, the towering forest lords, the slanting sunbeams gave an air of mystery. The child’s
frightened eyes were still searching for someone; his face had become dirty as he constantly wiped his tears. His
crying seemed to pierce the sunlight. Birds flew by, leaves eddied down and several bright-red shal flowers
fluttered earthwards like feathers. The little boy tottered forward.
The padre sprang up as if kicked, ran towards the child.
He fell at his feet, rubbed the small body with his face, saying faintly,
“My heart, my sweetheart.”
His face touched the wounded knee and his tears washed it clean.
“I am not a true Christian, Father,” he murmured.
78.282 The Death Of Shaikh Burhanuddin\fn{by Khwaja Ahmed Abbas (1914-1987)} Panipat, Panipat District,
Haryana State, India (M) 5
My name is Shaikh Burhanuddin.
When violence and murder became the order of the day in Delhi and the blood of Muslims flowed in the
streets,\fn{In 1947, something like 500,000 Hindu refugees fled to Delhi and New Delhi from all parts of British India, forced from their
homes by the fear of being murdered by Muslims, often their neighbors in the same community. They were the lucky ones who arrived
alive. Whole train-loads of refugees would arrive at their destinations, the passengers butchered by Muslims along the way. Caravans
would be massacred to the last man, woman and child in the countryside. Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims alike indulged themselves in an orgy
of bloodletting. Between January 13-18, 1948, Ghandi himself ended the massacres in Delhi with a personal fast; but he was killed 12 days
later by a Hindu fanatic for his trouble.} I cursed my fate for having a Sikh for a neighbor. Far from expecting him to

come to my rescue in times of trouble, as a good neighbor should, I could not tell when he would thrust his kirpan
into my belly. The truth is that till then I used to find the Sikhs somewhat laughable. But I also disliked them and
was somewhat scared of them.
My hatred for the Sikhs began on the day when I first set my eyes on one. I could not have been more than six
years old when I saw a Sikh sitting out in the sun combing his long hair. “Look!” I yelled with revulsion, “a
woman with a long beard!” As I got older this dislike developed into hatred for the entire race.
It was a custom amongst old women of our household to heap all afflictions on our enemies. Thus for example
if a child got pneumonia or broke its leg, they would say, “a long time ago a Sikh, (or an Englishman), got
pneumonia” or, “a long time ago a Sikh, (or an Englishman), broke his leg.” When I was older I discovered that
this referred to the year 1857 when the Sikh princes helped the Ferringhee foreigner to defeat the Hindus and
Muslims in the war of independence.\fn{ A reference to the Indian Mutiny (April 1857-April 1859), a largely Bengali-staffed
attempt to overthrow British power in India, which was suppressed with great savagery by the British Army, immeasurably aided by Sikh
and Nepalese regiments who either remained loyal to the British, or were lent to the British for this purpose .} I do not wish to

propound a historical thesis but to explain the obsession, the suspicion and hatred which I bore toward the English
and the Sikhs. I was more frightened of the English than of the Sikhs.
When I was ten years old, I happened to be traveling from Delhi to Aligarh. I used to travel third class, or at
the most in the intermediate class. That day I said to myself, “Let me for once travel second class and see what it
feels like.” I bought my ticket and I found an empty second class compartment. I jumped on the well-sprung seats;
I went into the bathroom and leapt up to see my face in the mirror; I switched on all the fans. I played with the
light switches. There were only a couple of minutes for the train to leave when four red-faced “tommies”\fn{ British
soldiers.} burst into the compartment, mouthing obscenities: everything was either “bloody” or “damn.” I had one
look at them and my desire to travel second class vanished.
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I picked up my suitcase and ran out. I only stopped for breath when I got into a third class compartment
crammed with natives. But as luck would have it, it was full of Sikhs—their beards hanging down to their navels
and dressed in nothing more than their underpants. I could not escape from them; but I kept my distance.
Although I feared the white man more than the Sikhs, I felt that he was more civilized: he wore the same kind
of clothes as I. I also wanted to be able to say “damn,” “bloody fool”—the way he did. And like him I wanted to
belong to the ruling class. The Englishman ate his food with forks and knives, I also wanted to learn to eat with
forks and knives so that natives would look upon me as advanced and as civilized as the white man.
My Sikh-phobia was of a different kind. I had contempt for the Sikh. I was amazed at the stupidity of men who
imitated women and grew their hair long. I must confess I did not like my hair cut too short; despite my father’s
instructions to the contrary, I did not allow the barber to clip off more than a little when I went to him on Fridays.
I grew a mop of hair so that when I played hockey or football it would blow about in the breeze like those of
English sportsmen. My father often asked me, “Why do you let your hair grow like a woman’s?” My father had
primitive ideas and I took no notice of his views. If he had had his way he would have had all heads razored bald,
and stuck artificial beards on people’s chins. That reminds me that the second reason for hating the Sikhs was
their beards, which made them look like savages.
There are beards and beards. There was my father’ s beard, neatly trimmed in the French style; or my uncle’s
which went into a sharp point under his chin. But what could you do with a beard to which no scissors was ever
applied and which was allowed to grow like a wild bush—fed with a compost of oil, curd and goodness knows
what! And, after it had grown a few feet, combed like hair on a woman’s head: My grandfather also had a very
long beard which he combed … but then my grandfather was my grandfather and a Sikh is just a Sikh.
After I had passed my matriculation examination I was sent to the Muslim University at Aligarh. We boys who
came from Delhi, or the United Provinces, looked down upon boys from the Punjab; they were crude rustics who
did not know how to converse, how to behave at table, or to deport themselves in polite company. All they could
do was to drink large tumblers of buttermilk. Delicacies such as vermicelli with essence of kewra sprinkled on it,
or the aroma of Lipton’s tea was alien to them. Their language was unsophisticated to the extreme, whenever they
spoke to each other it seemed as if they were quarrelling. It was full of “ussi, tussi, saadey, twhaadey:”—Heaven
forbid! I kept my distance from the Punjabis.
But the warden of our hostel (God forgive him) gave me a Punjabi as a room mate. When I realized that there
was no escape, I decided to make the best of a bad bargain and be civil to the chap. After a few days we became
quite friendly. This man was called Ghulam Rasul and he was from Rawalpindi. He was full of amusing anecdotes
and was a good companion.
You might well ask how Mr. Ghulam Rasul gate-crashed into a story about the Sikhs. The fact of the matter is
that Ghulam Rasul’s anecdotes were usually about the Sikhs. It is through these anecdotes that I got to know the
racial characteristics, the habits and customs of this strange community. According to Ghulam Rasul the chief
characteristics of the Sikhs were the following:
All Sikhs were stupid and idiotic. At noon-time they lost their senses altogether. There were many instances to
prove this. For example, one day at 12 o’clock noon, a Sikh was cycling along Hall Bazaar in Amritsar when a
constable, also a Sikh, stopped him and demanded, “Where is your light?” The cyclist replied nervously, “Jemadar
Sahib, I lit it when I left my home; it must have gone out just now.” The constable threatened to run him in. A
passer-by, yet another Sikh with a long white beard, intervened. “Brothers, there is no point in quarrelling over
little things. If the light has gone out it can be lit again.”
Ghulam Rasul knew hundreds of anecdotes of this kind. When he told them in his Punjabi accent his audience
was left helpless with laughter. One really enjoyed them best in Punjabi because the strange and incomprehensible
behavior of the uncouth Sikh was best told in his rustic lingo.
The Sikhs were not only stupid but incredibly filthy as well. Ghulasm Rasul, who had known hundreds of them,
told us how they never shaved their heads. And whereas we Muslims washed our hair thoroughly at least every
Friday, the Sikhs who made a public exhibition of bathing in their under-pants, poured all kinds of filth, like curds
into their hair. I rub lime-juicer and glycerin in my scalp. Although the glycerin is white and thick like curd, it is
an altogether different thing—made by a well-known firm of perfumers of Europe. My glycerin came in a lovely
bottle whereas the Sikhs’ curd came from the shop of a dirty sweetmeat seller.
I would not have concerned myself with the manner of living of these people except that they were so haughty
and ill-bred as to consider themselves as good warriors as the Muslims. It is known over the world that one
Muslim can get the better of ten Hindus or Sikhs. But these Sikhs would not accept the superiority of the Muslim
and would strut about like bantam cocks twirling their moustaches and stroking their beards. Ghulam Rasul used
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to say that one day we Muslims would teach the Sikhs a lesson that they would never forget.
Years went by.
*
I left college. I ceased to be a student and became a clerk; then a head clerk. I left Aligarh and came to live in
New Delhi. I was allotted government quarters. I got married. I had children.
The quarters next to mine were occupied by a Sikh who had been displaced from Rawalpindi.\fn{ One of the cities
in the former British Punjab allotted to Pakistan. At the time of partition, India was given 37,378 square miles of the Punjab. Pakistan
received 62,012 square miles, and four of the six major population areas .} The Muslim had virtually wiped them out. The

Sikhs boasted that they were great heroes; they flaunted their long kirpans. But they could not withstand the brave
Muslims. The Sikhs’ beards were forcibly shaved. They were circumcised. They were converted to Islam. The
Hindu press, as was its custom, vilified the Muslims. It reported that the Muslims had murdered Sikh women and
children. This was wholly contrary to Islamic tradition. No Muslim warrior was ever known to raise his hand
against a woman or a child. The pictures of the corpses of women and children published in Hindu newspapers
were obviously faked. I wouldn’t have put it beyond the Sikhs to murder their own women and children in order
to vilify the Muslims.
The Muslims were also accused of abducting Hindu and Sikh women. The truth of the matter is that such was
the impact of the heroism of Muslims on the minds of Hindu and Sikh girls that they fell in love with young
Muslims and insisted on going with them. These noble-minded young men had no option but to give them shelter
and thus bring them to the true path of Islam. The bubble of Sikh bravery was burst. It did not matter how their
leaders threatened the Muslims with their kirpans, the sight of the Sikhs who had fled from Rawalpindi filled my
heart with pride in the greatness of Islam.
The Sikh who was my neighbor was about sixty years old. His beard had gone completely gray. Although he
had barely escaped from the jaws of death, he was always laughing, displaying his teeth in the most vulgar
fashion. It was evident that he was quite stupid. In the beginning he tried to draw me into his net by professions of
friendship. Whenever I passed him he insisted on talking to me. I do not remember what kind of Sikh festival it
was, when he sent me some sweet butter. My wife promptly gave it away to the sweeperess. I did my best to have
as little to do with him as I could. I snubbed him whenever I could. I knew that if I spoke a few words to him, he
would be hard to shake off. Civil talk would encourage him to become familiar. It was known to me that Sikhs
drew their sustenance from foul language. Why should I soil my lips by associating with such people!
One Sunday afternoon I was telling my wife of some anecdotes about the stupidity of the Sikhs. To prove my
point, exactly at 12 o’clock, I sent my servant across to my Sikh neighbor to ask him the time. He sent back the
reply, “two minutes after 12.” I remarked to my wife, “You see, they are scared of even mentioning 12 o’clock!”
We both had a hearty laugh. After this, many a time when I wanted to make an ass of my Sikh neighbor, I would
ask him, “Well, Sardarji has it struck twelve?” The shameless creature would grin, baring all his teeth and answer,
“Sir, for us it is always striking twelve.” He would roar with laughter as if it were a great joke.
I was concerned about the safety of my children. One could never trust a Sikh. And this man had fled from
Rawalpindi. He was sure to have a grudge against Muslims and to be on the look-out for an opportunity to avenge
himself. I had told my wife never to allow the children to go near the Sikh’s quarters. But children are children.
After a few days I saw my children playing with the Sikh’s little girl, Mohini, and his other grand-children. This
child, who was barely ten years old, was really as beautiful as her name indicated; she was fair and beautifully
formed. These wretched have beautiful women. I recall Ghulam Rasul telling me that if all the Sikh men were to
leave their women behind and clear out of the Punjab, there would be no need for Muslims to go to paradise in
search of houris.\fn{The black-eyed maidens mentioned in the Qur’an who wait on the souls of pious Muslims in Paradise .}
The truth about the Sikhs was soon evident. After the thrashing in Rawalpindi, they fled like cowards to East
Punjab. Here they found the Muslims weak and unprepared. So they began to kill them. Hundreds of thousands of
Muslims were martyred; the blood of the faithful ran in streams. Thousands of women were stripped naked and
made to parade through the streets. When Sikhs, fleeing from West Punjab, came in large numbers to Delhi, it was
evident that there would be trouble in the capital. I could not leave for Pakistan immediately. Consequently I sent
away my wife and children by air, with my elder brother, and entrusted my own fate to God. I could not send
much luggage by air. I booked an entire railway wagon to take my furniture and belongings. But on the day I was
to load the wagon I got information that trains bound for Pakistan were being attacked by Sikh bands.
Consequently my luggage stayed in my quarters in Delhi.
On the 15 th of August, India celebrated its independence. What interest could I have in the independence of
India! I spent the day lying in bed reading Dawn and the Pakistan Times. Both the papers had strong words to say
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about the manner in which India had gained its freedom and proved conclusively how the Hindus and the British
had conspired to destroy the Muslims. It was only our leader, the great Mohammed Ali Jinnah, who was able to
thwart their evil designs and win Pakistan for the Muslims. The English had knuckled under because of Hindu and
Sikh pressure and handed over Amritsar to India. Amritsar, as the world knows, is a purely Muslim city. Its
famous Golden Mosque—or am I mixing it up with the Golden Temple!—yes of course, the Golden Mosque is in
Delhi. And in Delhi besides the Golden Mosque there are the Jamma Masjid, the Red Fort, the mausolea of
Nizamuddin and Emperor Humayun, the tomb and school of Safdar Jang—just everything worthwhile bears
imprints of Islamic rule. Even so this Delhi (which should really be called after its Muslim builder Shahjahan as
Shahjahanabad) was to suffer the indignity of having the flag of Hindu imperialism unfurled on its ramparts.
My heart seemed rent asunder. I could have shed tears of blood. My cup of sorrow was full to the brim when I
realized that Delhi, which was once the footstool of the Muslim Empire, the center of Islamic culture and
civilization, had been snatched out of our hands. Instead we were to have the desert wastes of Western Punjab,
Sindh and Baluchistan inhabited by an uncouth and uncultured people. We were to go to a land where people do
not know how to talk in civilized Urdu;\fn{Today, less than 10% of the people of Pakistan speak Urdu as their first language,
though it is, with English, the official language of the country. Punjabi is spoken by about half the entire population .} where men wear
baggy salwars like their women folk, where they eat thick bread four pounds in weight instead of the delicate
wafers we eat at home!
I steeled myself. I would have to make this sacrifice for my great leader, Jinnah, and for my new country,
Pakistan. Nevertheless the thought of having to leave Delhi was most depressing.
When I emerged from my room in the evening, my Sikh neighbor bared his fangs and asked, “Brother, did you
not go out to see the celebrations?” I felt like setting fire to his beard.
One morning the news spread of a general massacre in Old Deli. Muslim homes were burnt in Karol Bagh.
Muslim shops in Chandni Chowk were looted. This then was a sample of Hindu rule! I said to myself, ‘New Delhi
is really an English city; Lord Mountabtten\fn{ Louis Frances Albert Victor Nicholas, 1st Earl Mountbatten of Burma (19001979), a great-grandson of Queen Victoria, Supreme Allied Commander for Southeast Asia (1943-1946) during World War II, and a
gentleman, presided over the creation of India and Pakistan as separate entities as the last Governor-General of British India. He was killed
by a terrorist bomb, planted by the Irish Republican Army in a small boat he was using for recreational purposes .} lives here as well as

the Commander-in-Chief. At least in New Delhi no hand will be raised against Muslims.’ With this self assurance
I started towards my office. I had to settle the business of my provident fund; I had delayed going to Pakistan in
order to do so. I had only got as far as Gole Market when I ran into a Hindu colleague in the office. He said,
“What on earth are you up to? Go back at once and do not come out of your house. The rioters are killing
Muslims in Connaught Circus.” I hurried back home.
I had barely got to my quarters when I ran into my Sikh neighbor. He began to reassure me. “Sheikhji, do not
worry! As long as I am alive no one will raise a hand against you.” I said to myself: ‘How much fraud is hidden
behind this man’s beard! He is obviously pleased that the Muslims are being massacred, but expresses sympathy
to win my confidence; or is he trying to taunt me?” I was the only Muslim living in that block, perhaps I was the
only one on that road.
I did not want these people’s kindness or sympathy. I went inside my quarter and said to myself, ‘If I have to
die, I will kill at least ten or twenty men before they get me.’ I went to my room where beneath my bed I kept my
double-barreled gun. I had also collected quite a hoard of cartridges.
I searched the house, but could not find the gun.
“What is huzoor looking for?” asked my faithful servant, Mohammed.
“What happened to my gun?”
He did not answer. But I could tell from the way he looked that he had either hidden it or stolen it.
“Why don’t you answer?” I asked him angrily.
Then he came out with the truth. He had stolen my gun and given it to some of his friends who were collecting
arms to defend the Muslims in Daryaganj.
“We have hundreds of guns, several machine guns, ten revolvers and a cannon. We will slaughter these
infidels; we will roast them alive.”
“No doubt with my gun you will roast the infidels in Daryaganj, but who will defend me here? I am the only
Mussulman amongst these savages. If I am murdered, who will answer for it?”
I persuaded him to seal his way to Daryaganj to bring back my gun and a couple of hundred cartridges. When
he left I was convinced that I would never see him again.
I was all alone. On the mantelpiece was a family photograph. My wife and children stared silently at me. My
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eyes filled with tears at the thought that I would never see them again. I was comforted with the thought that they
were safe in Pakistan. Why had I been tempted by my paltry provident fund and not gone with them? I heard the
crowd yelling.
“Sat Sri Akal …”
“Har Har Mahadev …”
They were coming closer and closer; death was coming closer and closer. Suddenly there was a knock at the
door. My Sikh neighbor walked in—“Sheikhji, come into my quarters at once.” Without a second thought I ran
into the Sikh’s verandah and hid behind the columns. A shot hit the wall above my head. A truck drew up and
about a dozen young men climbed down. Their leader had a list in his hand—“Quarter No. 8—Sheikh
Burhanuddin.” He read my name and ordered his gang to go ahead. They invaded my quarter and under my very
eyes proceeded to destroy my home. My furniture, boxes, pictures, books, druggets and carpets, even the dirty
linen was carried into the truck. Robbers! Thugs! Cut-throats!
As for the Sikh, who had pretended to sympathize with me, he was no less a robber than they! He was pleading
with the rioters: “Gentlemen, stop! We have a prior claim over our neighbor’s property. We must get our share of
the loot.” He beckoned to his sons and daughters. All of them gathered to pick up what ever they could lay their
hands on. One too my trousers; another a suitcase. They even grabbed the family photograph. They took the loot
to their quarters.
You bloody Sikh! If God grants me life I will settle my score with you. At this moment I cannot even protest.
The rioters are armed and only a few yards away from me. If they get to know of my presence …
“Please come in.”
My eyes fell on the unsheathed kirpan in the hands of the Sikh. He was inviting me to come in. The bearded
monster looked more frightful after he had soiled his hands with my property. There was the glittering blade of his
kirpan inviting me to my doom. There was no time to argue. The only choice was between the guns of the rioters
and the saber of the Sikh. I decided, rather the kirpan of the old man than ten armed gangsters. I went into the
room hesitantly, silently.
“Not here, come in further.” I went into the inner room like a goat following a butcher. The glint of the blade of
the kirpan was almost blinding.
“Here you are, take you things,” said the Sikh.
He and his children put all the stuff they had pretended to loot, in front of me. His old woman said “Son, I am
sorry we were not able to save more.”
I was dumbfounded.
The gangsters had dragged out my steel almirah and were trying to smash it open. “It would be simpler if we
could find the keys,” said someone.
“The keys can only be found in Pakistan. That cowardly son of a filthy Muslim has decamped,” replied
another.
Little Mohini answered back: “Sheikhji is not a coward. He has not run off to Pakistan.”
“Where is he blackening his face?”
“Why should he be blackening his face? He is in …”
Mohini realized her mistake and stopped in her sentence. Blood mounted in her father’s face. He locked me I
the inside room, gave his kirpan to his son and went out to face the mob.
I do not know what exactly took place outside. I heard the sound of blows; then Mohini crying; then the Sikh
yelling full-blooded abuse in Punjabi. And then a shot and the Sikh’s cry of pain “Hai.”
I heard a truck engine starting up; and then there was a petrified silence.
When I was taken out of my prison my Sikh neighbor was lying on a charpoy. Beside him lay a torn and
blood-stained shirt. His new shirt also was oozing with blood. His son had gone to telephone for the doctor.
“Sardarji, what have you done?” I do not know how these words came out of my lips. The world of hate in
which I had lived all these years, lay in ruins about me.
“Sardarji, why did you do this?” I asked him again.
“Son, I had a debt to pay.”
“What kind of a debt?”
“In Rawalpindi there was a Muslim like you who sacrificed his life to save mine and the honor of my family.”
“What was his name, Sardarji?”
“Ghulam Rasul.”
Fate had played a cruel trick on me. The clock on the wall started to strike …1…2…3…4…5… The Sikh
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turned towards the clock and smiled. He reminded me of my grandfather with his twelve-inch beard. How closely
the two resembled each other!
…6…7…8…9… we counted in silence.
He smiled again. His white beard and long white hair were like a halo, effulgent with a divine light …10…
11…12… The clock stopped striking.
I could almost hear him say: “For us Sikhs, it is always 12 o’clock.
But the bearded lips, still smiling, were silent. And I knew he was already in some distant world, where the
striking of clocks counted for nothing, where violence and mockery were powerless to hurt him.
69.70 Ants\fn{by Gopinath Mohanty (1914-1991)} Nagabali, Rayagada District, Orissa State, India (M) 7
Slowly they moved up, the two tired feet, one after the other. The muscles of the leg tore apart, something
hammered inside the chest furiously. Sweat-drops hung from the rim of the hat as raindrops from the eaves. The
shorts and the shirt were dripping wet and yet the body moved, as if leaning on the wind. Presently it was the top
of the hill.
Ramesh paused.
Far, far below, the forest of tall trees looked dense-dark. The forest seemed to climb down the stairs of the
valley to the nether region! But up there, the bald floor of the hill glittered in the sun, grass-rimmed, with the blue
sky all around.
It was no joke climbing hills, Ramesh told himself. But how could a young officer say that to the older people
accompanying him! So he brushed away his pain, almost by an act of will, and with teeth pressed against the
lower lip joked to them:
“What! Tired out with this much only!”
And then his lean wiry figure scuttled across pointed, rough stones. His chaprasi Binu came up, sighing like an
engine; his huge turban slowly rising like an earth-colored mushroom. Dark and stockily built, gold ring in nose
and ears, a flask and a gun slung round the neck: that was Binu. He came up and stood behind Ramesh as a
signboard. Waves of a choral song’s refrain came up from down below: baile, baile. One, then a second, then
another. Eight figures slowly emerged from behind the tall grass. Kondhs in loin-clothes, with baskets carried at
the two ends of poles balanced on the shoulder. The song ended. Binu shouted:
“Lazy bones, how-so-much you chide them they will always trail behind.”
“We have become rather old,” somebody retorted; and then they broke into peals of laughter and sat a little
apart lighting their home-made cigars.
Binu served tea from the flask. And sipping tea under that amla tree Ramesh asked:
“Did you come this way before, Binu?”
“Yes, sir, last time two years ago; many times before that.”
“Did any other officer walk up this way?”
“So many, sir. This is after all on the road to the market.”
Ramesh felt somewhat depressed. Ever since childhood his greatest passion and pleasure lay in a feeling of
superiority, of being ahead of all.. That was indeed a long and checquered story of success! That insignificant,
rustic poor boy from a village in North Balasore gradually growing up to his present status; from the school to the
college, friends losing out in life’s cruel race, falling behind, seen no more; scholarships, medals, prizes,
memories of success. Then the job, unknown people coming to be introduced, the chaprasi’s salute, the
supplication of the Insurance Agent and the inevitable marriage proposals. The world cared for him, saluted him.
Those early successes in life’s struggles, self-importance gradually maturing into self-confidence, making him
feel he was somebody. Those innumerable others around him were of no significance except as providing a
backdrop for his glowing self.
But that uneasy persistent feeling at every step! People had been before him, there were footprints ahead on the
road and in comparison he was so small. At least while climbing the hill he could work himself up to some
happiness, for was he not the first man from civilization walking up that way? But now even that imagined
pleasure was slipping away. And Binu was describing vividly the Burra Sahib’s five-day camp on this hill top, the
hunting, the merrymaking and the dances that had transformed it to a city!
That was merely another time. Men had come and gone away; only the forest looked dark as ever. Binu
reminisced:
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“No more the dense forests of those days, wild animals prowling everywhere. The Kondhs have cleaned up
everything. Here itself were Kondh villages; when the forests vanished the tigers rampaged in the villages and the
villagers had to move away.”
“These days there are no forests? Then what are these?”
“Yes, the chopped-off trees also grow again and make a forest. But those forests!”
Ramesh thought of the endless stream of men roaming the forest; penetrating, recoiling and coming back
again, the thin hill-stream of their happiness and pain that never died and even now murmured as it rushed down
the pebble-bed. He felt a sudden burst of anguish that dulled his acute awareness of separate self and merged it
into that eternal stream.
A thin line of ants had already formed around the broken bits of biscuits. Ramesh was startled and smiled to
himself:
“Here too the ants!”
They reminded him of the hidden subterranean roots of his visit to the hills. He asked Binu:
“You think we can catch the rice-smugglers?”
“Most certainly, sir. Whichever way it goes the smuggled rice has to appear in Kaspawalsa market. It is only
10 a.m. now and climbing down that valley we will be at the market before two. And then, where can they
escape? We will catch them all.”
“Fine, let us then move without any more delay.”
Binu was vexed at the prospect of no rest, even up here. And he shouted at the Kondhs, directing them to
move.
The Kondhs also muttered their dissatisfaction. No rest, only run and run fast. In their strange, primitive
language they showered abuse on Binu and his forefathers. These fellows, they thought, knew only how to order;
bring water, fetch fuel-wood, carry luggages. All they learnt [were] only a few words of command. No harm
abusing them soundly! And the Kondhs talked among themselves—what fools these fellows must be trying to
catch people for selling rice across a border! Hunger was universal and whoever wanted rice had a right to
purchase it wherever he could. What ever could be the crime in that? And who after all produced the rice? Or
could it be that these people had separate laws of justice; laws under which it was a crime to distil liquor, to chop
off forest trees, to purchase rice, to sit down when tired after a long day’s trek carrying heavy luggages?
But there was no time to talk further. The chaprasi had started abusing, the officer had started walking fast.
The Kondhs got up. All their complaints joined up to a song with a refrain.
The dense forest lay ahead. Down the valley the road opened up as a tunnel. Their song in chorus pleased
Ramesh. How soothing it sounded! What did it mean? May be some community legend.
“Binu!” Ramesh roared.
Binu ran up to him full of bitterness and abuse inside. At fifty-five, sans\fn{Minus.} six teeth, the bald patch
ever growing on the head, the body wanted leisurely pace, quiet and ease. But this young officer would hurry up
everybody, run as mad himself and drive others mad. Binu had enough to live on and could easily do without the
job. But minus the power it gave him, would he not be shorn of his magic, reduced to only another person among
those numerous insignificant others on whom he had fed all his life? And it was this fear of losing the powers of
the mysterious magic, the terrible charm, that drove Binu up the hill.
“Binu, how nicely these folks sing,” Rameih said.
“Very nice indeed, sir.”
“But what does it mean?”
Tossing his pugree from side to side and giving another twist to the betel inside his mouth Binu explained as a
wise man:
“Of course, it is that song of the Chaitra festival.”
“But what does it mean?”
“That same old story of Dhangdas and Dhangdis\fn{ Unmarried Adivasi boys and girls respectively .} and their love for
each other.”
“Do they always sing this song?”
“Always, sir!”
“But does balle mean jasmine?”
“You have got it right, sir. At this rate, you will be a master of their language in no time.”
Ramesh was pleased with this answer and asked, “Do they sing songs even in ripe old age?”
“In this country of ours none ever grows old, sir.”
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Ramesh took mental note. Balle is jasmine and the Kondhs only sing of love.
Binu felt happy at having befooled Ramesh. And the Kondh laborers continued their trek singing their tale of
woe, the unending story of misfortunes; all the while heaping abuses on the officer and his wretched chaprasi.
Groups of Kondhs met them along the road, laughed, exchanged jokes, joined the music and partook of the same
cruel destiny of pain. They could so easily share the mocking spirit of the songs! When there was a lull in the
singing Binu shouted at them and asked them to continue.
“None grows old in our country:” Binu’s own words took a new shape and meaning for himself. He thought of
his youngest wife, his third whom he had snatched away from many eager hopes, by paying extra “bride-price” to
her parents. In this land of forests superiority consisted in snatching away things and in that man excelled animals
at times. But Binu’s trickery concealed the frustration of a lifetime. He had orchards, lands, houses, cattle—everything but a child of his own. With growing years he felt this vacuum more and more. He remembered his youngest
wife and became anxious as to how his two elder wives would be treating her. In this country, if a woman did not
feel happy with her husband she just left. Binu started worrying whether his youngest wife was happy with him.
And then he remembered that young chaprasi Bisi, a distant grandson who often came to his house to crack jokes
at his grandma.
“Binu.”
“Yes, sir.”
“How is it that this smuggled rice is not detected any earlier? For smuggling to Madras they must be stacking
the rice somewhere and the businessmen must be carrying stock from there. But though we have by now trekked
four days from Koraput, nowhere we saw any such thing.”
“It could be detected only if it moved in bulk, sir.”
Saying this in disgust, Binu remembered how he himself had been able to smuggle out a hundred maunds of
rice at exorbitant rates. He believed that in a society which left everybody to fend for himself, pulling others’ legs,
trying to cheat others and thrive at their expense was only natural and right. Breaking rules for one’s own selfish
ends and fear lest one is caught were natural corollaries of such a selfish system, he thought. He tried to twist the
direction of the conversation.
“Not much rice is being smuggled away by isolated individuals. At the market, sir, you will see only small
buyers from the plains down below, with ten kgs., twenty kgs. of purchases. Only a few miles away is the Madras
border and there the businessmen would be waiting with bullock carts, hessian bags and pots of money. Then
cartloads of rice would move to Vizagapatnam, Parbatipur and other places. Businessmen, after all, know the
secrets of the trade, sir.”
Ramesh became serious.
“We have to catch the stock of rice before it reaches the traders.” His eyes shone with the strange, fierce light
of a hunter’s eyes. A single theme was haunting him. Why should others steal away our rice? He felt it was an
interference in his personal rights that must be resisted. While speaking of “our rice,” his consciousness pictured
one thing only: he was an Oriya, behind him lay the history of Orissa, the story of wars, empires and expansion at
the cost of others. From the dust-heap and broken bricks of the past his mind returned to the degeneration of the
present and sought to put the blame for this on the neighboring states. Fellows have already eaten up this country
and made it all hollow. What now again? he asked himself. He remembered the prey down the forest roads. His
mind got intoxicated with the prospect of hunting down the rice smugglers.
“If only I catch them,” he clenched his teeth.
But he did not know what he would do if he caught them. He hurried down the slope of the hill.
It was late winter and the heat of the walk gave the feeling of spring. Trees were full of foliage and flowers. At
the end of the slope was a small village. Mango groves, fields, threshing grounds, rows of houses. Along the road
stood a small boy and seeing unknown persons, he cried for his mother and ran away.
That was only the beginning. The calves tethered on the roadside strained at the ropes and started mooing. The
womenfolk withdrew inside and stared with big blank eyes. One by one the villagers came near. Ramesh felt it
was a known picture. His feet started dragging. He stood in the shade of a spreading tree and looked back. The hill
stood behind him as a monstrous ghost of the imagination. Binu was coming down slowly panting and the Kondhs
behind him almost running.
“Can we get some drinking water here, Binu?” he asked.
“Of course, sir.”
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Binu was all attention. He opened the luggage pack and ran into the village with a glass and a Iota. The
Kondhs sat down for a little rest. Ramesh waited. In no time a charpoy was produced, somebody stood with a Iota
of hot milk. Another with a bunch of ripe bananas and a mixed drone of Oriya and Telugu entreated him:
“It is already too late, sir, and the sun has climbed almost to the top of the sky. The villagers would feel most
unhappy, sir, if you do not pause here for some food and rest.”
Rest! Ramesh laughed to himself. That self-same invitation all along the way. As if walked-in by forests and
hills men only wanted to lean on one another. Pause here for a while, stay in our village for the night. Shadows of
known trees, the slow, trailing smoke on half-recognized thatched roofs, men and women engaged in the familiar
rituals of daily living. Man in forests, on the hills, everywhere the known world of men.
And yet, he had to move. That affectionate welcome of the village left behind would persist as a sweet smell
for a while and then drift away in the indifferent wind.
Binu returned with some water. Ramesh drank it off and said:
“Let us now move.”
Suddenly an old woman appeared and stood in his way. A smile lighting up her time-worn face, she said:
“At this late hour, my dear son, how can you go without some food? Would your mother have left you like
this? Don’t you have mothers and sisters in this village?”
Everybody smiled. The old woman was of the Kondh-Dora caste, an admixture of Kondhs and Telugus.
Suddenly Ramesh felt heaps of cool shade piling on his sunburnt eyes. But he said loudly, almost trying to
persuade himself:
“No, no, we have to move. There is so much to do.”
He dragged himself away. The shadow of that old woman’s mother-face remained transfixed in his memory.
Like all mothers’ eyes, her eyes looked deep inside and an eternal “alas” floated on her lips. She had no caste, no
language. She was mother. The job on hand was forgotten for a while. But it came back again when he saw people
on way to the market with headloads of rice.
“Binu, how far is the market now?”
“Just a little ahead, sir. We have almost reached.”
“Take care, no shouting, no noise any longer.”
Binu cautioned the Kondhs not to sing any more and walk silently. It was now a silent, cautious march like
hunters in a forest. Deep silence reigned outside but there was so much noise raging inside. Ramesh raced
hurriedly in his mind over the projected action. He would not merely stop the smuggling for a day; he would
suggest a permanent cure for this evil in his report to the Government. That would bring him commendation,
recognition and hasten his pace up the ladder of progress. It was like winning a prize or a special credit in the
examination. He felt he richly deserved it. For was he not like Livingstone in Black Africa trying to locate the
original source of illegal smuggling across the border? He felt overwhelmed with his own efficient and skilful
handling of the matter.
A little ahead, on the roadside, a family was having the day’s food in the shade of a tree. A small child,
twitching its wiry hands and feet violently, lay on the ground, with its face to the sky. The blue sky was rent by its
sharp cry. The shriveled figure of a young woman in rags, hair all disheveled, left her leaf-plate of food and
without even washing her hands, pulled away the torn rags covering her breasts and hurriedly put them to the
child’s mouth. The dried-up breasts dangled like rags. With the child clutched in her arms the young mother kept
staring at the strangers. As though she was no person, but only some disheveled hair and two indifferent distant
eyes! There was no eagerness for any news, no care for anybody’s eminence in those eyes. The world outside
hardly existed. Seeming to look out on the world outside it really looked deep down in the flesh, to the dregs of
the life-force where ultimate hunger pained, ultimate love covered bird-like offsprings under its protective wings.
Three others were also eating rice: an old man, an old woman and the husband of the young woman. Only bones
and skin, caves of eyes and masses of dense hair on the head. The eyes sometimes glittered. The little rice shone
on the leaf-plates. It was no eating, it was a hungry dog’s gobbling-up food, breathlessly. Under the tree rimbroken and decrepit cooking vessels and the improvised fireplace lay gaping at the sky. The entire picture attacked
Ramesh with its naked reality.
“Binu, who are these?”
“The Telugus from the valley, sir. So many like them roam the jungles driven by hunger.”
“Where is your home?” Ramesh turned to them. After two more repetitions of the question, the old man
replied, without lifting his head from the leaf-plate and looking rather annoyed:
“Simachalam.”
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Binu explained to Ramesh that the place was sixty miles away. Ramesh remembered. Once upon a time it was
part of Orissa. History stood before him as a huge dark hill, then it grew smaller and smaller almost becoming a
mound of earth and then, suddenly it sank in the gaping, cold eyes of that young mother who was now feeding
and fondling the kid. Ramesh knew in a flash that the place may no longer be in Orissa, but it was there very
much a part of the wide world and its people who were condemned to their ancient hunger.
“So many like these are roaming the forests, sir. The bigger fear of hunger has made them fearless of the lesser
categories like forests and the wild animals,” Binu said.
“Quite so, quite so,” the Kondhs echoed. They had drawn nearer and an old Kondh said:
“When hunger or pain attacks, men are all alike. Look how hungry we have started feeling. Where is the
arrangement for food, chaprasi babu?”
Silently Ramesh walked ahead. Suddenly he felt a creeping confusion darkening his objectives. He wanted to
do justice, but no longer knew what that word meant. Always he had depended on the short. cuts of established
ways and conventional modes, always he had bowed to established laws, written rules and had felt it wrong to
look deeper to see what lay behind them. Sometimes his sense of justice and fair play had conflicted with the law
but he had persuaded himself that after all duty was always hard and relentless like the churning of a machine.
Driven by hunger somebody had stolen something, his pregnant wife had perhaps rolled and cried on the
verandah of the cutchery with a year-old child in her arms and entreated that there was none else to support them.
But nothing had mattered; a thief, after all, had to go to prison. That was law. Somebody else had suffered a year’s
imprisonment for the theft of a pumpkin because of five earlier convictions. Relentless and cruel were the
demands of duty, he concluded; no place for softness there. He resolved afresh; he had to catch the ricesmugglers.
The noise of the market now sounded near. The rotten fishy smell of raw-hide was everywhere. Men emerged
in groups from behind the forest trees. Some had headloads, others baskets hung from the two ends of poles
balanced on the shoulder. Small children peeped out of a few baskets. Bunches of fowl, legs tied together and
heads looking down, dangling various other commodities and rice. The prey seemed very near at last. Ramesh felt
a sudden thud in his chest. Almost running down the stairs of stones he shouted:
“Binu, now we have had them!”
The market lay before them. Men huddled together, swarming all around like ants. A kaleidoscope of colors,
many smells, an orchestration of droning sounds. Raw-hide’s offensive smell choked the air; rows of stalls of sold
dried fish. Flies buzzed everywhere; so did the men. The smell of illicit liquor came wafting in the breeze from
the neighboring forests.
Lepers and men with “yaws” disease, like dogs with weeping wounds, patches of raw wound of “yaws” with
small dark insects sitting on them. Healthy men and women pushing their way through the milling crowd. That
was the market.
Ramesh suddenly noticed a young girl with the color of champak flower and a well-carved body. One of her
cheeks had a patch of “yaws,” the other cheek was looking red but there also “yaws” had started. Yet she had
decorated herself with flowers and moved slowly, a picture of grace, munching something. And she looked from
the corners of her eyes which seemed to smile and invite others to play. Ramesh closed his eyes and leaned on a
tree in the center of the market. Waves of noise were breaking on his ears. The mind’s eye saw that young girl
with “yaws” on the cheeks and smile in the eyes. The Kondh boys danced on the hilltop.
And then he knew.
In the midst of dense forests, on the top of hills man lived. The fire in his fireplace survived the howling wind
and the cruel merciless weather.
For man was like Dalua paddy; the more the water, the more the plant grew. “Yaws” on the cheeks and smile
on the leprous face. Straining all the life-force a rose had blossomed even though its petals were crooked and
worm-eaten. It may wither and fall. Yet it smiled.
Binu opened the flask and poured out tea.
“Sir,” he called.
Ramesh opened his eyes. The crowd was growing thicker around him. Binu whispered in his ear:
“Lots of rice is selling, everything can be caught but not right here. There is a strategic point beyond the
market, a narrow depressed lane leading to a thatched house. There we can wait. From there it would be almost
like shooting a tiger from a machan. Binu smiled.
All of them went there. Ramesh sat on a chair. Binu left, saying:
“Let me now go and give final touches to the operation.”
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Ramesh kept sitting. A little further away on an elevation on the hill-slope was a Kondh busteefn{Village.}
Charpoys were spread out in the open. Dogs waited near men, wagging their tails. Some kids were beating a huge
drum to their heart’s content. On a doorstep an old man sat vomiting. And old lady anxiously caressed his back.
Must be malarial fever. A goat stood on heaps of broken walls and munched the twigs of some tree. Time flew by
as Ramesh kept his eyes fastened on the scene. He wiped the sweat from his body, tried to take out the dust of the
market from his nostrils. The day was drawing to a close, shadows lengthened in the late winter sun, and the
picture of an ordinary bustee with its simple everyday world lay spread out in that faded background.
Suddenly somebody started weeping. People ran out of all houses and rushed to that house from where the
weeping came. In front of the house and at the doorsteps in no time there was a crowd. Scratching their cheeks
and beating their chests they all wept bitterly. Gradually it transformed itself into a rhythmic, piteous fury, a
chorus of death. Music:
“Alas! Alas! He is dead, he is dead.”
Binu came back, almost from nowhere.
“I have arranged everything, sir. The paiks were in the market. I have asked them to drive all the smugglers
here.”
“What happened there, Binu?”
“Nothing very much, sir. Somebody is dead. Must be of hill-fever. Nothing new in that.”
Binu kept standing behind Ramesh. Ramesh kept listening to that weeping. Ever new, ever old. And the wheel
turned, life, death, reproduction. Every picture melted and changed. In his mind’s eye floated up his village
Kantipur in North Balasore. His home, parents, neighbors, known old men, known children and known girls; all
the distance from the burning-ghat to the center of the village, to the place of Chandi. Death, life, regeneration.
There too lived men who loved peace and tranquility, who had no quarrel with life and who suffered pain even
though doing no harm to others.
The refrain of the chorus of the death-song continued.
So many had gone earlier, so many. In dark nights the villagers light up torches of fire and invoke them:
“Come back in darkness, return in light.”
The vast plain of death lay ahead of him. There, language and country did not divide. All were equal and
eternal.
Standing behind, Binu too thought of his home, his youngest wife. Would Bisi be coming? Suddenly he
slapped his own cheeks. Ramesh looked at him. Binu was rubbing his cheek with his palm.
“This place is full of very big mosquitoes. Their bite is very painful,” he added.
Ramesh was startled. He could see himself lying on bed, shivering. Eyes bloodshot, body dark as a bear. It
would start at one hundred and three degrees temperature and make one feel like biting, abusing, running mad.
Vomiting, heat, mounting heat and then?
Birth, death, reproduction, birth, death.
Law does not come to the mind. Birth, death, man. As if he suddenly saw everything with new eyes! Men
walked, many men, getting lost in the dark. But the stream did not die. It flowed on and on. The market was
coming to a close. Men were moving. He felt he knew everybody, all these people, in person. Pressure of wants at
home, oppression of life outside. And yet they moved on. Caste and language did not matter. They were men. His
villagers, known men. In the unending stream an ant looked up to the other ants, an ineffable smile flowed from
its dried-up eyes as it seemed to say:
“We are brothers, we walk on our feet and work with our hands: we belong to the same land, this ancient earth
under the sky. Our enemy is common: those who snatch away the little food from our mouths, crush us to death
and heap hot ashes and cinders on us.”
The stream of ants flowed on. In the depth of Ramesh’s mind the unextinguished lamp of smile and fire
continued to burn.
Suddenly there was commotion outside. The paiks were coming, followed by men carrying baskets and bags.
In a moment Ramesh was transformed into his official self, stood up and accepted the salute of the paiks. Binu
rushed forward and said:
“They are being dragged here in groups.” The paiks said:
“Kindly see, sir, how these fellows were smuggling away rice from this market to the plains below. The
baskets and bags have only a top dressing of chilies, turmeric and tobacco, but below these there is rice. They will
sell the smuggled rice at exorbitant rates. For a handful of rice they will eat up the flesh or blood of men.”
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Ramesh looked again. An army of skeletons stood facing him. Ribs showed as iron shafts of a hoeing machine,
skins dangled on the ribs as on a bat’s body, the bodies all twisted, bent, only heaps of oil-less hair on the head
and tiny flickering eyes. Were they men or the ghosts of men? Entreating in their strange language; now weeping,
now pointing to their cave-like bellies and mouths, now dangling their slender, weak, twig-like hands. In the
bustee on the other side, the dead body was brought out of the house. Presently men were jostling about, throwing
their heads forward and weeping in a chorus:
“Alas! Alas! Who snatched you away? Who ate you up?”
And down there in the narrow lane below the bus tee, the living ghosts entreated and prayed, beating their
chests and heads:
“'Oh God Almighty, Oh father!”
The paiks roared, and Binu shouted:
“No, no, that won’t do. Open up the bags, show the rice!”
Ramesh closed his eyes; something tottered and crashed inside him. The exhaustion and hunger of the long
trek closed in and submerged him. Eyes shut, he could only see the confused, crazy, co-mingling sea of men,
“yaws” on the cheeks, smile on the face, shriveled skin on the body and glitter in the eyes. Everything was mixed
up, inseparable; the piteous wailings for the dead, the heart-rending cry of deprivation and poverty, the fire and
storm raging in the caves below the eyes.
He opened his eyes and looked; the cry was continuing:
“Have pity, sir, have mercy Almighty, see our condition.”
Before him stood a tall skeleton of a man, almost made of dried palm-leaf. Two long hands went up, joined in
salutation and then slowly drooped down. They could crumble to pieces anytime! An empty, hoarse voice
entreated, prayed:
“Have pity, my father.”
What was the language? Ramesh did not know. But the meaning went in. Prostrate on the ground and stretched
right up to his feet that shadowy figure raised its head and the eyes looked Ramesh straight in the face. That look
took the shape of the look of some known person, known to Ramesh, known to all. It went out of every person
when hunger struck and looked quizzically as if from a mirror. Ramesh felt he knew all these people intimately,
like his villagers. No longer he was seeing their shapes and forms: the intimacy of their inner self overpowered
him. That shape just before him was his long-dead “Sapana” uncle, the same disheveled hair, the mad man’s
unshaven face, those gaping pits on the thresholds of the bones. Only he looked more tired, more hungry, more
frightened by the terrible vision of death. That other old man, moustached, all bent and crooked, was none other
than the hapless blacksmith of Kantipur village!
And those urchins with only skin and bone. Were they not his village boys who had entered his garden and ate
up all the raw guavas? And those women looking like tattered, frail, leaking boats? Were they not his village
womenfolk rushing to collect fallen dry leaves for fuel early in the morning? Ramesh tried to hide his eyes,
hanging down his head. Only his brief murmuring words could be heard:
“Go, go away.”
Binu could hardly believe what this officer was saying. Did he seriously mean it? Anxiously he entreated:
“Sir, but sir.”
But Ramesh only repeated:
“Leave them. It is getting late. Go away, go.”
Binu groped in his memory for the image of authority. Certainly it was not like this: this young boy, soft and
kind-hearted, hardly knew the world. Mustaches just sprouting, slim, with a delicate voice. Hardly an officer, he
concluded. Real authority was like tiger. Binu had seen many down the years.. In his twisted lips there was a
strange expression. Partly in smile, partly in ridicule.
Ramesh kept standing. Before his consciousness there was no more any history. Time had ended. There was no
Kapilendradev, no Puruslaottam, no Konarak. There was no special distinctive image of the men who form the
backbone of a country or a nation. History was devoid of sense, meaning.
There was nothing but ants, ants; everywhere, hungry ants carrying mouthfuls of food to live, to survive and
the stream of ants converging on ant-heaps for a new lease of precarious life. The ant wanted to live.
Ramesh felt a cold shudder. The brief sunshine of late winter had faded. All around a thin layer of blue haze
was spreading.
It was evening.
He felt the cold of Magh month inside.
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85.1 A Limb Cut Off\fn{by Lakshmi Sahgal (1914-2012)} Madras, Madras District, Tamil Nadu State, India (F) 3
When Partition was announced, I felt as if one of my limbs had been cut off. I couldn’t feel the joy of
Independence. We were not even given a chance to settle down, mentally and physically, after our return from
Burma and the war to sort out our thoughts and discover what it was all about—there were press interviews,
meetings and dawats—really it was maddening and at each place I used to be asked about Partition, and I always
said, it’s absolute nonsense. I would just pass it off without realizing how deeply it had already caught on and how
serious the problem was, till a year before Partition.
I had gone to Lahore and my husband’s younger brother, who was in his final year at Law College had several
Muslim friends. One evening he said to me,
“You know, you’ve been giving lots of interviews and you’ve been brushing Partition aside, but it’s a very
serious thing and is bound to happen.”
I said, “Suresh, how can you say such a thing?”
He replied, “I have many friends among Muslims, among them intellectuals who are progressive. They all say
that the Muslims have been pushed to such a position that nothing short of Partition is going to be acceptable, that
it’s absolutely inevitable.”
They felt that on the whole the National Movement had completely by-passed the Muslims. They had not been
given a chance to involve themselves as they should have or to join mainstream politics, with the result that they
had all come under the extremist and opportunist politics of Muslim leaders who thought they had no chance of
survival unless they had a separate organization. In any united nation they would be completely swamped by
Hindu leaders. They got around these young Muslim students and pressed their point home with the result that the
younger generation were all in favor of Partition—many of the women students also were in favor of it. But still,
in Punjab, there was no ill-feeling between Hindus and Muslims and Sikhs. That rabid kind of religious fervor
was more evident in UP.\fn{Uttar Pradesh—United Provinces in those days.}
This might have been because they were being mobilized as Muslims. You see, we realized that, especially at
the later stages, Congress mobilization—as opposed to the INA ideology—had always been around members of
the Congress, never around Indians. This Gandhian influence, it worked both ways—on one side he mobilized the
largest number of people in India, there is no doubt about that, but he also gave it the aspect of Hindu
mobilization. You can’t have it both ways—Gandhi used to always say Muslims are like my left hand and Hindus
are my right hand, yet he wanted to keep his left and right hands apart from each other. He always acknowledged
a kind of separate identity for Muslims—their ẽthos, and a Hindu ẽthos. For instance, he never approved of
Muslims and Hindus marrying each other—even Mrs. Vijayalakshmi Pandit’s marriage to Syed Hossain was
annulled because of Gandhiji’s objections. Then there was his great reverence for caste—he didn’t want to touch
caste.
It. seems evident now that as a result Partition was inevitable, but there was no need for it because the INA
showed that it was not necessary to keep the Hindu and Muslim ẽthos separate—that we could evolve an Indian
ẽthos if we kept religion out of the whole thing and emphasized the fact that we were Indians and had a common
enemy in the British. After driving the British away we had to build this country afresh, together. In the INA this
played a very prominent part, but not sufficient emphasis was placed on it in India, specially after 1942, after the
Quit India Movement when they all went to jail. They completely lost touch with the masses. In India there was
no real ideology at work after that.
Now a great deal of the INA activity was outside the country and that might have made a difference—it is
always easier to forge unity outside, because whether you like it or not, you are considered an Indian. Nobody
asks you whether you are a Hindu, a Muslim, a Sikh; it’s much easier to be united. Within India it needs more
effort, more positive activity. You can’t just go on saying “Hindu, Muslim Bhai, Bhai” and stop at that.
I believe that Gandhi was someone who had his convictions—all this Ram Rajya business—but people like
Jawaharlal Nehru who were supposedly secular, who were not orthodox, who believed in the unity of Hindus and
Muslims, they were not positiye enough in this respect. You see, I think very few of us can get away from this
kind of thing. That is probably one reason why the INA ideology didn’t really take root. The whole INA trial came
as a tremendous jolt to the leadership. When they saw the effect it was having in the country, they panicked and
said, we must accept independence at all costs—even a truncated independence. That’s why the Muslims also felt
that we must capitalize on this. Some Muslim officers offered to provide them with legal counsel to argue their
case and so on. They tried to take in a little bit of the INA glory; but they didn’t really succeed because they came
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into the picture too late. But it had such an impact that both Congress and the Muslim League felt that the real
threat was the INA spirit and ideology. You see, it created tremendous enthusiasm, but it should have been
nurtured properly and not allowed to evaporate like the fizz from a bottle of soda. Even though much of the
activity was going on outside the country the real enthusiasm started with the trials by which time the war was
over and all the INA members were back in the country. Before that we were all dismissed as Japanese puppets!
But there was very little time because by then talks were under way about independence and the Congress had
practically agreed to Partition, the Muslim League also. So this INA enthusiasm was gradually diluted and
practically suppressed.
If Netaji\fn{ Subhas Chandra Bose (1897-1945), Indian nationalist leader .} had been around, I feel he would definitely
have made an effort and rallied as many people around as he could have, and he would have opposed Partition
tooth and nail. There is no doubt about that. And he would have had a following. Bengal he would have definitely
got because they were against Partition till the very end. There, both Hindus and Muslims were all for a United
Bengal seceding from the partitioned country. So he would have had Bengal, and South India would also have
fallen in because there is no such acute Hindu-Muslim antagonism there. Then there was Abdul Ghaffar Khan,
and Kashmir—so there was a good chance of it succeeding.
We haven’t yet done with communal politics, it’s going on in one form or another. If it’s not communal, it’s
regional or linguistic, because in the 47 years since Independence no really active, positive steps have been taken
to change things. After all, there is so much insurgency in the north-east—but 80 per cent of Indians don’t even
know where it is! So how can you make them feel they are one with us, when we don’t even know who they are
or what they are? Nothing has been done.
The problem now is how to forge this unity. For one thing, religion in its organized form must be banned.
People can practice religion in their homes but not take it out on the streets. Here in Kanpur there are hundreds of
temples. They find a stone, the next day you have a temple. And what happens in these temples? They are hotbeds
of all this drug-trafficking, drinking and anti-socials. And the same thing with the money coming from the Gulf,
Muslims build mosques. Indians, I think, have a very strong dual personality. Even the most senior of our
comrades who are party members, our trade union leaders, all of them, as long as they are within the four walls of
the mill, fight against the mill-owner or the management. But the moment they go home, they are willing to give
dowries for their daughters’ weddings, they won’t allow an inter-caste marriage. This is one of the strongest
factors in our make-up and our religious background. We have not even been able to keep what is good in it and
discard all these worn-out shibboleths, all this fundamentalism, feudalism and obscurantism.
Did the INA discuss this? Well, Netaji in his lectures and in the daily national history sessions—that we had as
part of our curriculum during training—always used to say how this country was united even before the British
came. It was a country where Hinduism was the faith of the country but Hinduism itself was not a religion in the
accepted meaning of the term, because it did not believe in proselytizing. And it gave refuge to people who were
persecuted for their religious beliefs in all parts of the world. And of course Netaji propounded the theory that it
was the British who brought the virus of communalism and religion into the country because they felt this was the
only way they could rule. He felt that unless some strong steps were taken after Independence to separate religion
completely from politics and from the government and life of the common man this would always be a major
problem in the country. It is something we have to actively fight against. Yet he always used to say, don’t think I
don’t believe in religion, I have my own religion, but I believe in it in private, I don’t want to force it down
anyone else’s throat, and I also respect people who have other religious beliefs. Everyone knew that Netaji had
studied religion and philosophy but there was no organized religious activity in the INA. Yet on Diwali, the
Muslim officers organized a bada khana and invited everyone. For Id, we Hindus organized a feast. Then the
Sikhs had a gurudwara, there was a Hindu priest and a mullah, and those who wanted could go for prayers. On
Sundays people went to the gurudwara.
But we did not have any inter-community marriages. Everybody got married (to each other) afterwards! Now
on the class issue because Netaji was always speaking to the soldiers, he had to emphasize the anti-imperialist war
against the British, but he used to talk a lot about the kisans in India, how they were the backbone of the country,
that they had received a very raw deal and that there should be a just division of land. He also spoke of the rights
of the workers in factories. And this is why, as I said earlier, the Congress and the Muslim League were afraid of
the INA ideology taking over. Because, after all, in a revolutionary movement, people start thinking. For example,
the rank and file, the jawans, were all from the peasantry of the country and after joining the revolutionary army
and fighting for independence they would not go back to their land under the same conditions as their forefathers
lived in—they would definitely ask for a better deal. This kind of consciousness was definitely there.
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The riots had already started, so all the functions had to be canceled. Before that, off and on in Delhi, the
Congress had tried to woo me, but I took a very non-committal stance. I tried very hard to contact the
communists. I had always been inclined towards communism—I had studied some communist literature and Mrs.
Naidu’s younger sister, Suhasini Jambedkar, was a very close friend of mine. But the communists wouldn’t touch
me with a barge pole because they said, “Oh! You’re a fascist, we will have nothing to do with the INA.” They
wouldn’t even talk to me! (Laughs). I said, your ideology couldn’t be strong enough, if you think that talking to
me will damage it! So this was not possible. I was not at all drawn to the Congress because somehow I felt they
were hypocritical. And in any case, I had never agreed with Gandhi’s brand of politics. You know when all these
people in the INA wanted to meet him, he said that they must first take an oath of non-violence! I said, I am not a
violent person, I don’t go shooting people but I’m not going to take any oath!
I remember the time of the Meerut Conspiracy Case—that’s when I got indoctrinated with communism. This
Suhasini Nambiar of the Meerut Conspiracy Case came to Madras and was staying in our house under police
surveillance. We used to have long discussions.
The trouble with Gandhi was that he never took anything to its logical conclusion. He would organize the rural
people but the moment they got really militant, he would call the whole thing off and say that they had broken the
vow of non-violence. Even if they were provoked beyond endurance, he would call off the agitation. You can’t
leave a revolution or a movement like this in mid-air. The leadership must also follow the people. For example, I
think he was very wrong in calling off civil disobedience because hundreds of Chauri-Chauras could have
happened. You can’t avoid that in a revolution. One should ask a psychologist about it, but I feel that the so-called
non-violent revolution, when people’s passions were aroused to a certain extent and then not given free reign, was
probably one reason why we became so violent in the communal rioting.
So, I came back in 1946 and left politics. I felt as it is not my scene, let me get back to my medical work. Mrs.
Vijayalakshmi Pandit was Health Minister in UP at that time, so I wrote to her and asked if she could sanction an
honorary job in the Women’s Hospital in Kanpur. She wrote back to say we have no such provision! So I started
my medical work in the municipality. Then the refugees started coming. There was too much pressure on Delhi,
and some large settlements had been built for workers in Kanpur which were not being used. This was a good
place for refugees to camp. And then, being an industrial city, they thought many of them could set up ancillary
industries and begin the process of rehabilitation. There must have been over a lakh\fn{ 100,000.} of refugees.
For destitute women, there was Mridula Sarabhai’s organization. They used to come and take them to camps in
Delhi, Jalandhar, etc., and if we knew of any cases we used to write to them and tell them. I worked on my own,
but the All India Women’s Conference was also active. I did this work for six months or so. They rehabilitated
themselves very quickly. They did not want any charity, they did it on their own. Most of them stayed on in the
camps and quarters, started small businesses. Those areas became little replicas of the places they had left behind,
where you could get that particular kind of Punjabi food, etc. These localities are still there but many of them
were depleted in 1984—a lot of violence took place there because people knew that these were all refugees from
1948—at least 40 per cent were Sikhs.
In the Punjab riots of 1947 the entire blame was put on the Muslims—they were started and sparked off by
them. The retaliation from the Hindus came later. This was done to make the Hindus fearful and force them to
leave. And the tragedy of it all is that the Muslims have suffered the most in India as a result of Partition. You see
what has happened to the poor Muslims who are here—they can’t catch up with the mainstream because of lack
of education and economically they are much worse than they used to be. The Hindus might not have fled from
West Punjab if there had been no violence; so what if Partition was taking place.
People like my father-in-law did not even move his library. He didn’t move anything from his house even
when the High Court was shifted to Simla as a precaution.
If the Naval Mutiny and the Telengana Movement had coincided, the momentum for independence would have
been much stronger. Their ultimate aims were more or less the same, but they were so isolated that the impact of
one was not felt anywhere else. How many people even know about the Telengana struggle? The Naval Mutiny
has practically been forgotten and yet the interesting thing is that the working class in Bombay supported it.
Hundreds of workers were killed and put in jail—so it could have become a mass movement. But people like
Sardar Patel advised the British to put it down with an iron hand.
In the INA trials, the main one was of General Shah Nawaz, Colonel Sahgal and Major Dhillon. They were the
test cases; depending on the verdict, they would go ahead with the others. They were absolutely sure that the
verdict would go against them arid they would be condemned not only by the military court but by the people.
The charges against those three were that they were waging a war against the King of England! But because I was
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not one of the King’s men—I had never taken an oath of allegiance to the King—I was never tried.
There has been a grave misconception in the minds of those in India that our Muslim comrades who were in
what became Pakistan played a very sinister role in the carnage that took place. This is absolutely false. When the
final decision regarding Partition had taken place, a delegation of senior lNA officers under the leadership of
Colonel Habib-ur-Rehman (he was the officer who accompanied Netaji on his last ill-fated flight from Saigon),
called on Pandit Nehru. They told him that as they believed in the unity of India and did not believe in a state built
on the basis of religion, they wanted to stay back and not become citizens of Pakistan. Pandit Nehru refused to
consider their honorable offer and advised them to remain in the place where they were born, and serve the new
State of Pakistan with loyalty and devotion. It was after this that some officers helped in the evacuation of Muslim
refugees stranded in East Punjab, and also advised the army on guerrilla tactics. Never did they indulge in any
kind of atrocity.
1915
34.172 & 78.482 1. It’s A Horse 2. The Penance: Two Short Stories\fn{by Digambar Balkrishna Mokashi (1915- )}
Uran, Raigad District, Maharashtra State, India (M) 6

1
His saddle was fringed with priceless pearls. His body was adorned with holy signs. He was white, pure,
translucent white like snow. He was the horse Ramachandra had sent to celebrate his Ashwamedha sacrifice. He
came thus, holy and proud to the forest where Seeta dwelt with her two sons. Seeta’s sons had never seen a horse.
They came running to their mother and said,
“Mother! We have seen such an animal! How can one describe it? It has a long wavy tail that it swings from
side to side.”
Madhu jumped upon his horse the moment it was brought out. Raju tried it with his but the jump fell far short
and he sprawled flat on the ground, gazing uncomprehendingly at the endless underbelly of the horse. Madhu
said:
“Don’t jump. You are not tall enough. Catch it by the mane and clamber up.”
Raju pulled himself up and held the horse around the neck. The mane tickled and prickled him.
All night long he had been waiting for this. The evening before from the moment he had arrived at Madhu’s
house for the holidays, Madhu had started on about the horses. They had planned to take them to water first thing
in the morning. And he had dreamt through the night about riding.
He put his arms around the horse’s neck and let go of the earth slowly. He was afraid the neck might give
under his weight, but it didn’t move at all. It felt strong and supple and alive like a python. He was afraid.
He remembered, in the night he had jumped on a horse and had galloped, galloped so hard that when he
quickly caught up the princess and flew off the one-eyed giant was left far behind, crying and running. But that
wasn’t this horse. And then he was a cowboy and turning around on the heaving foaming horse he had picked off
all the Bad Men. And that was quite another horse too! That rode on air like a magic carpet and knew what to do
at the slightest command.
Now Raju’s face was close to the horse. He had never seen a horse that close before. There were little black
dots on it and it had sharp alert ears and veins in its neck and a little tremor in its skin and small wrinkles under its
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jaw. Almost, it seemed to Raju, he looked at it through a magnifying glass. This is what a horse is like then! He
was amazed.
He held the mane but didn’t know what to do. He threw up his legs but they came slithering down the cascade
of the smooth hair. Finally he let go. He stood away, ran his hand through the mane and patted the neck.
Madhu cried, “Come on! Up!”
Raju ignored this. He touched the horse’s back. Its skin quivered. He liked that and he tried it out two-three
times. Then he felt its tail and patted its haunch. He felt as though it grew at his every touch. Like a genie it grew
and grew, and would soon leave Raju looking small as Tom Thumb. He felt frightened and pushed it away. It
didn’t move at all, only his hands came bouncing back.
Madhu was impatient now. His horse didn’t like standing still. The flies bothered it and it fidgeted with its tail.
Madhu shouted at Raju, “Come on, you sissy!”
What is this horse! You can’t push it, you can’t bend it, it’s larger than the clasp of both your arms. He didn’t
want Madhu to know his fear. Though, he’d take on a boy twice his size any day. But this monstrous animal! Just
because it’s standing still is no guarantee it won’t bite and kick him to hell and back! He turned and looked at
Madhu.
Madhu sat straight, reins taut, horse’s head pulled back. It looked ready to fly at the touch of his heel. He
wheeled it a little ahead and said, “Oh, get up, you!”
Raju said, “Alright, alright,” but not to Madhu. He said it to the horse, conversationally, pleadingly. He came
near the head again and tried to talk to the horse. Who knows! May be it’d understand!
“Pirrya!”
He said, “Bandya,” and he liked the sound of it, so he told the horse:
“My name’s Raju. What’s yours? Never mind. I am going to call you Bandya. I’ve never sat a horse before,
you know. Don’t toss me now! Mind.”
And he braced himself against the fetlock, then against the knee and climbed his horse like it was a tree. His
face became all red and he leaned for a moment into its neck and then straightening up said:
“Come on.”
Madhu’s horse was already on the trot, neck weaving, body heaving. Raju saw Madhu pull at the rein, and did
the same. His horse went back a pace and then started off.
The ground was uneven. Raju thought the whole ground heaved. Like a tank in a war picture he swayed and
lurched over the ground. He let go the rein and held onto the mane.
Madhu looked back and cried laughing:
“Hold it with your knees!”
But even when he held it hard, hard with his knees, the ground still looked way far below and he rocked like
the bob in a ringing bell. He couldn’t hold on fast enough and started slipping down its neck.
Madhu said, “We’ll let them drink first, then see how they go!”
On the road Madhu’s horse broke into a canter and Raju’s horse followed it. Now he felt like water in a
bobbing pitcher, swaying and bouncing and nearly spilling. The reins slipped, he was off balance and he thought
he was a ball; thumping to the earth and bouncing up and falling back again.
They left the village. The path sloped to the river. They could see the river now. Reddish like the early morning
sun. The breeze cooled and dried the sweat on Raju’s face. He tried to sit straight as the hoofs swished into the
sand. Both horses ploughed straight into the water and stopped knee-deep. They lowered their necks and water
gurgled in their mouths and throats. Raju saw the neck slope away and felt like a child on a long, long slide. He
held fast to the mane. He looked at the stream. Horse’s reflection shook in the water and the stream broke against
its knees. He thought both he and his horse were floating downstream. Suddenly it stopped drinking and raised its
head and sprayed the air with a screen of rainbows. Then it drank again. It played and drank like a capricious
child. Madhu looked at his horse proudly. He patted its neck and caressed its mane. When it stopped drinking, he
pulled the rein and wheeled it out of water. The water dripped from its jaws—pure gold in the sun. Raju, too,
pulled at his rein but his horse wouldn’t move. Madhu said:
“Pull the left one.”
And both the horses came out kicking water. Madhu sat slack now; he swung and waved with every movement
of the horse, and when the horse started a fast trot, he bounced a good foot up and down. He shouted at Raju:
“Let’s go!”
As his own horse started after Madhu’s, Raju started slipping. He just couldn’t manage anything. Finally he
yelled:
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“Wait! Wait!” and “I can’t hold on!”
But Madhu’s whole mind was on the open road that stretched on the breeze between the trees. His heel dug
and his horse bounded into a gallop. Raju never knew when his horse galloped after. He was thrown high in the
air and came down on the horse’s neck with a thump. The reins slipped from his hands altogether. He clutched at
the mane and watched the trees racing back through the corner of his eyes. He barely saw the horse come to the
slope and a huge tree-trunk rushing at him then he shut his eyes tight, screamed and let go his hold.
When he opened his eyes all he could see was the horse’s belly, which heaved up and down, up and down,
nearly looked as though it might come down and crush him. Its legs looked like poles, firmly planted in the
ground. Raju raised himself on his elbow and saw that his legs were covered with dust and dotted with blood. He
heard Madhu bring back his horse and jumped down.
Madhu said, “Are you hurt?” Then looking indulgently at the horse:
“Look at the beggar! Thinks nothing of it!”
Raju came out from under the horse, stood straight and looked it over. He too thought that it looked callous and
unconcerned, perhaps even contemptuous! He lost his temper. Just a bloody horse after all! He bit his lip and in a
bound was astride. Bending down he hit it with his fist under the ear. Raju pulled the reins and it went bounding
ahead. It was still at the side of the road under the trees. Ducking to avoid the branches, he pulled at one rein and
brought it onto the road and yelled at Madhu:
“Come on, now!”
At Raju’s cry, Madhu jumped on his horse and spurred it. As it started to gallop, he stood up on its back. He
stood and yelled like a banshee. Then he held the reins between his teeth and whistled with two fingers in his
mouth. Raju’s horse galloped after and soon the horses and the riders disappeared in clouds of dust.
In a little while the horses turned back. There was foam dripping from their mouths and they went at a slow,
subdued pace. Their chests heaved. The two horsemen had looped the reins and now sat swaying easily, the breeze
at their backs and the sky taut and blue against their heads. A pebble flew up once in a way or a dry leaf crunched
or trembled ahead. A bird or two dived from tree to tree. The faces of the riders bloomed with sweat and joy.
Seeta didn’t know how long it was since Lava-Kusha went after that horse. They were late. Once again she
raised herself on tiptoe to peep over the bushes. There they were—her two sons on the proud, white Sacrificial
Horse. Their bows and quivers swayed on their backs and their faces bloomed with joy.
Behind the horse came the bound and shamed Laxman.\fn{I think we have here to do with a modern short story
interwoven between two shards of Hindu scripture.}
2
My name’s Harbhat, and I live in Mângâv. Now listen while I tell you about the tree we had fall down in our
village.
It was monsoon time and the rains had just started. That day there was a terrific storm. The ran came down so
heavy that it began to trickle through the roof all over the place. We collected every vessel in the house to catch
the waterfalls, from the smallest cups to the big storage jars, and even then the floor was soaking from two leaks
we couldn’t cope with. Finally in disgust I sat my wife down under one of them and squatted under the other
myself.
There I was then with a tin trickle descending on my head and just about frozen stiff when there was a great
crack of thunder. The house bowed once to the East and once to the West and then settle down. I opened my eyes,
got up, opened the door and whoosh!—the branch of a tree slapped me in the face. I cursed it a bit and then said
to my wife, “There’s no trees in front of our house. Where on earth’s this branch come from?”
There was another flash of lightning. The branch wasn’t on its own. It had a whole tree behind it! The wife
cried out, “Mercy upon us! The big fig tree must have fallen down.”
It was true. It was the fig tree all right. It had stood in front of the temple since the time of the Peshwas,\fn{ The
Maratha Empire (c.1650-1820).} two hundred years back. The sort of tree that really fitted that wonderful age—big and
strong. They don’t grow like that these days. The road was completely filled with it and it blocked the front doors
of two houses, Shidubhat’s and mine, Harbhat’s.
There was a gust of wind and a spatter of rain swept in with it, and I was just going to shut the door when
someone called, “Harbhat! Aho, Harbhat!”
I knew very well who it was. It was the voice of that Nâmjoshi who’s always got it in for me, so I deliberately
didn’t answer. Then somebody shouts out from one of the other doorways, “Nâmyâ, the fig tree’s down.”
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Nâmyâ replied, “What’s that?”
“Looks as if it’s fallen on Harbhat’s house.”
“Well, well! Is the temple alright?”
“Seems to be. But what about poor old Harbhat?”
“What about him?”
“He was a decent enough fellow. Oh well, the poor devil’s got out of the clutches of that third wife of his.”
My wife was standing right behind me. As soon as she heard that she pushed me forward and screeched, “Say
something. Tell them you’re still alive.”
So I bellowed, “Nâmjoshi, I’m alive and kicking. And I’ll see you off before I go.”
“And Shidubhat?” somebody asked.
“He’s alive too, and I’m not letting him die either before he’s seen the lot of you in hell.”
My wife dashed forward and slammed the door.
*
Next morning I got up and went round to the fallen tree by the back door, since the front was still blocked. You
couldn’t get your arms halfway round the trunk and its length filled nearly 200 feet of the street. Bâlgopâl was
there poking around among the branches. I looked towards Shidubhat’s house and as I did so his head emerged
slowly through the roof.
“What you messing about with your roof for?” I asked him.
“I’m making a door.”
“Why not? The tree’s sealed of the front door and it never occurred to my father to provide his house with a
back door, so I’m just taking off a few tiles to make a way out.”
“What happens when it rains?”
“Oh, I’ll just fix a bit of thatch above the hole.”
“Marvelous!” I said. “You have the most ingenious ideas, I must say.”
Shidubhat had finished his roof-door by the afternoon, and he then put a little notice board up on the roof for
the benefit of callers:
Entrance this way
There’s no doubt that Shidubhat had taken the long view. For the next four months nobody else in our village
was going to bother about the fallen tree, because in our part of the world all the tracks are impassable throughout
the four months of the rains. The oxen are yoked to the ploughs and the carts left upended on the waste ground.
We get around on our own two legs, hopping from one dyke to another.
Naturally the tree became a popular local amenity. We’d all seen plenty of big trees before, but we’d never
come across one lying flat right under our noses like this one. All the villagers spent their spare time lounging and
gossiping among its limbs, and even the old men and women couldn’t resist having a swing sometimes as they
picked their way across its branches. Morning and evening the children made trumpets out of the broad leaves and
blew loudly through them. They provided a band loud and persevering enough to celebrate the nuptials of every
sparrow in the village, let alone the few human weddings.
*
Monsoon time, with it sound of bhajans\fn{A note reads: a long session of devotional songs, often lasting all night .} in the
temple and its hot tea and molasses, ended. The upturned carts were set to right. The oxen were fitted with bridles.
And then suddenly it dawned on everyone that until the tree was moved not a single cart would be able to get out
of the village.
Now everyone began to sit around on their verandas and on the raised platforms under the big trees discussing
the burning question of the day. At first Shidubhat and I used to go along and listen to these debates, but after a bit
we realized that as soon as we appeared everyone would stop talking about the tree and go off on to some other
subject. So we just stayed at home then. We knew they must be hatching some plot against us.
Two days went by and on the third two village worthies came to my house. They were all dressed up with
shoulder cloths and so on, as if they were going the rounds with wedding invitations, so I called out to my wife,
“Bring some coconut out.”
But one of them hastily put in, “No, no, Harbhat! No need for that! We simply came to have a talk with you.”
“Why simply?” I said. “Talk confusedly if you like.”
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They both sat down and one of them, fanning himself with his shoulder scarf, asked with engaging frankness,
“When are you going to make a start on the job then?”
“Job?” I said. “What job? With my tiny scrap of land there’s no hurry over the harvesting.”
“Not that job, that job.”
“That job?”
“The tree job—the fig tree.”
“Oh, that! It’s certainly a great shame it fell, and the monsoon’s over now. Still it’ll be awfully useful again
next year in the rains.”
“Never mind the rains. We think the tree ought to be shifted.”
“So?”
“So … when are you going to do something about it?”
“Me? Why me?”
“Now Harbhat, you’re a reasonable man, and Shidubhat’s a good fellow as well.”
“Of course if you haven’t got the time …” the second plenipotentiary put in craftily.
“I’ve got so much spare time my wife keeps on at me for hanging about the house too much,” I said.
“Well then, what about it?”
“I’m not a woodcutter,” I said.
“Employ a few laborers to do it. The tree’s a nuisance to the whole village. And it’s harvest time. The rice is
ready for threshing.”
“Now look here, does that tree belong to me?”
“Who does it belong to then? If the tree in front of the temple falls bang on the doorstep of the temple priest it
must be the will of the gods.”
At this point there was a kind of growling noise from the kitchen. I jumped up and peeped inside.
“It seems to be the will of the goddess that you should clear out quick,” I said. “Otherwise she’ll be roused to
anger. And please don’t give yourselves the trouble of coming to talk to me about that tree again. Goodbye!”
They both stood up.
“So you won’t get the tree cleared then?”
“No! Three times no!”
“Everyone in the village thinks that the people who live where the tree fell—”
I broke in, “Why keep on about it? I’ve only one word to say to you, and that’s No!”
“All right then, Harbhat. Tomorrow you’ll have to appear before the village panchâyat.”\fn{A note reads: a village,
or sometimes a caste, council, theoretically of five members .}
“Very well. If I have to, I will.”
“All right then.”
“All right.”
*
The gong announcing a meeting of the panchâyat was beaten for more than an hour.
“Shidyâ,” I said to Shidubhat. “What do you think about all this?”
“I think exactly the same as you do,” he said.
“Even if they boycott us?”
“All the way.”
“Right!”
The panchâyat met in the evening, and before that my wife had provided me with all sorts of interesting
information about the temple and the fig tree that had stood in front of it. The panchâyat began. After being
required to have the tree removed we were told to sate our case, so I stood up and said,
“Sarpanch,\fn{A note reads: chairman of the panchâyat.} ladies and gentlemen, what I say is this: the Limayes built
the temple so let them have the tree removed.” Immediately one of the stunted limbs of the Limaye family jumped
to his feet and cried,
“Is that all the thanks the Limayes get for building a temple for the whole village?” I said,
“The Limayes certainly built the village a temple, and now I’ll tell you what other reason they had for building
it. The Limayes …”
At that point my mind went a complete blank. I couldn’t remember a word of the long tale my wife had just
told me, so I said, “Wait a second. I’ll just go and ask the wife. She stayed at home you see.”:
Everyone howled with laughter, but I didn’t care. I went home and got the whole story again from my wife.
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Then I came back to the meeting and thundered out,
“Many years ago Limaye was proud to be known as a Brahman cook. Then he got work in the house of a rich
widow called Râdhâbai Lele. The Limaye’s present house used to be the Lele’s. Within ten years of going to the
Lele’s he’d done Râdhâbai brown and taken all her money for himself. She died in poverty doing housework for
someone else and I don’t like to say what happened to her daughter. The reason the Limayes built that temple was
as a penance for their sins, so it’s up to them to have the tree shifted.”
I’d hardly finished when some maggot on the house of Limaye’s family tree stood up and said, “Why should
the Limayes come into it? Harbhat’s spent his life doing nothing but live on the rice offered at the temple.”
“All right,” I shouted back. “I may have taken the rice, but there are fifteen Brahman households in this village
and how much rice have they ever given to the god? The people of this village have stolen the tiles off the temple
roof. They’ve made it an absolute wreck. Out of fifteen posts supporting the roof they’ve taken all but four.
They’ve dug stones out of the foundations and made off with them. And besides that, half the adults in the place,
and some who weren’t old enough, and some who were past it, have been up to no good at some time under its
roof.”
At that every man-jack of them jumped to his feet goggling with indignation and shouting, “Harbhat has
slandered the whole village. Harbhat ought to make amends. Impose a penance on him before you do anything
else.”
I didn’t say anything. The members of the panchâyat stood up and restored quiet and then the sarpanch said,
“Harbhat, until today we’d always thought you a well-educated, intelligent and hardworking citizen, but we’re all
agreed that what you said just now was both irresponsible and offensive. If you’re not feeling well today we’ll call
the panchâyat again tomorrow.”
“I never felt so fit,” I said. “Get on with the meeting.”
“Very well. The panchas\fn{Elders.} have decided irrevocably that you should be responsible for moving the
tree. But before that you must undergo a penance.”
“Penance my foot,” I said.
“In that you have shown disrespect to the panchas and dishonored everyone in the village.”
“How can you dishonor where there is no honor? How can you show respect to something venal?”
“Harbhat, hold your tongue. The panchas will now name the penance. Pay attention! Since Harbhat has this
day shown disrespect towards the panchas …”
At this point that stalwart bachelor Shidubhat rose to his feet and interrupted. “You’d better say Harbhat and
Shudubhat have shown disrespect. I agree with every word Harbhat said.”
The panchas started again: “Because Harbhat and Shudubhat have shown disrespect towards the panchâyat,
the panchas have imposed the following penance. Within ten days Harbhat shall …”
Shidubhat was on his feet again. “Say within ten days Harbhat and Shudubhat shall …”
“Within ten days Harhat and Shidubhat shall provide a feast for one hundred Brahmans. The meal will include
one special cooked dish.”
As soon as they heard this some of the panchas began to lick their lips and the large audience gathered there
began to look at me so hungrily that I nearly burst a blood-vessel.
“I won’t accept the penance,” I shouted, and right after me Shidubhat yelled, “I won’t give a feast.”
The faces of the panchas fell and they hauled in their drooling tongues. Then they started whispering together
and after a bit the chief panch said, “We all realize that this is wartime and it would be difficult to supply a special
dish. The panchâyat will be satisfied with plain chapatis\fn{A note reads: flat cake of unleavened bread cooked on a griddle.
There are numerous forms of this according to the various kinds of flour used (millet, wheat),and the method of cooking, but since chapatis
are well-known outside India, I have generally used this indiscriminately to cover all the varieties .} and vegetables.”

“I don’t accept the penance,” I bellowed, and Shidubhat shrieked, “No chapatis or vegetables.”
More whispering. Then the sarpanch gets up again. “There’s rationing in the city and there’s a shortage of
wheat. Don’t bother about chapatis. Just rice and vegetables.”
“I don’t accept the penance.”
“No rice and vegetables.”
Now the panchas were getting worried. They looked at one another and then made some suggestion to the
sarpanch. So he said: “After all, perhaps a whole meal is a bit too much. So taking into consideration Harbhat’s
and Shidubhat’s previous good conduct we’ll just say give tea to all the village. Plenty of tea and betel nut. How
about that lads? All right?”
One of the panchas gave a twisted smile and said, “Fine! Fine! Good tea is nectar after all.”
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“No tea,” I said flatly.
“Tea?” screamed Shidubhat. “I wouldn’t give ’em cow’s piss.”
Their faces fell still further, but after another hurried consultation they prodded the sarpanch on to his feet
again. “Well, sugar is terribly short these days. They’d better just apologize.”
“We won’t apologize,” we roared in unison.
At that there was complete silence for a minute and then a member of the panchâyât got up and said: “We
recognize that it would be impossible for Harbhat to stay on with honor in the village if he had to ask our pardon.
So I suggest that Harbhat and Shidubhat should make one pradakshinâ\fn{A note reads: ritual circumambulation of a
shrine, etc.} round the temple and salute the goddess.”
I said, “I salute the goddess every day and I shall go on doing so, but not because you tell me to. I do all that in
the proper way at the roper time for worship.”
Dead silence! Then the panchas began whispering again, the villagers started to mutter together louder and
louder and soon everyone was talking at the top of his voice. Finally one of the audience got up and said, “Those
two bhatjis,\fn{A note reads: Brahman priests who live on offerings made to the temple which he serves or for special domestic
ceremonies that he conducts.} they just get fat on other people’s rice. Never mind the penance, let’s talk about the tree.
Make them shift it.”
When I saw that once again they were trying to take our handful of rice off us I got really angry. I leapt to my
feet and started to harangue them.
“The rice we take from the temple offerings seems to stick in the throats of a lot of people here, but if I gave
you a list of who takes what from that temple you wouldn’t worry about my bit of rice. Let’s start with the roof of
Râmjoshi’s house. You see that patch of Mangalore tiles on the corner of Râmjoshi’s roof; well they’re from the
temple. Where d’you think that big block of stone came from in the foundations of Apte’s place? The Parânjapes’
roof is held up by six or seven of the temple pillars. I suppose they all vowed to make themselves as one with the
temple as well as with the goddess. Do you remember there used to be a big brass jar belonging to the temple? I
wonder what happened to that now? You might ask Shiva Apyte how it got out of the village into the hands of the
money-lenders in the city. And that big mat we used to have … you look out for it next time the Godses have a
wedding in the house.”
“No names. Don’t mention names,” someone interrupted me with an apprehensive shriek.
“Why shouldn’t I?” I roared. “If I spent my whole life sitting there scooping up handful of rice it wouldn’t add
up to all that. Everyone in this village tramples in and out of the temple. It’s the only place for you to go and sing
bhajans, and drink tea and eat civadâ\fn{A note reads: fried spiced mixture of rice flakes, peanuts, etc .} and raise a
shindig\fn{The text has: shindy. Shindig is the American evolution of this archaic English word. } at the Holi festival. It’s in the
temple that Râghyâ Apte sits diddling the peasants out of their cows and buffaloes and then sells them to us for
ten times their value.”
The muttering grew louder and some of the old men and women got up and went away, saying that the goddess
was being reviled. I went on in an even louder voice, “All the children in this village discover the facts of life
under the temple roof.”
“Watch what you’re saying, Harbhat,” Godyâ Godse blurted out.
“You tell me to watch what I’m saying! You watch out yourself. Everyone here knows how often you sneak off
behind the temple with Hiryâ Kâtodi’s wife. You do a penance yourself. The whole village ought to do penance.”
At this great sighs of pleasure went up from the ranks of the women, and I caught sight of Godyâ Godse’s wife
crying quietly to herself. I felt rather bad about that, and as I looked at her she burst into loud sobs. Godse got up
and after glaring at me took his wife off home. Anyway I went on regardless.
“We’ve got fifteen households in this village: five of the Aptes, two Godses, two Limayes, three Joshis, one
Parânjape, Sidhudbhat’s and mine. All of them go to the temple to acquire merit, and they all go there to commit
sins as well. the temple is not the proper place for making eyes at other men’s wives. I’m sure the Apte-Joshi
crowd will tell you that.”
The Aptes and Joshis scowled at me. One of them even clenched his fist. Then the two families all got up
together and departed.
“Nor is it the proper place for chasing after young girls,” I went on. “And that applies particularly to the
younger Aptes and Limayes.”
At that the younger Aptes rose as a body, treated me to a few curses and threatening gestures and left the
meeting. I proceeded. “And some old people think that going to the temple gives them an excuse to do anything
don’t they, Annâ Parânjape?”
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Some of the little boys started to laugh and Annâ staggered to his feet coughing and fled from the assembly
with all the speed of his sixty years.
I turned to the women. There weren’t many left now, and those must have stayed in the hope of hearing
something interesting about their husbands. Some of them were crying and the children began to howl too when
they saw their mothers weep. When they saw Annâ making off their last support was gone and they all started to
get up and go. Seeing that my audience had practically disappeared I got even more worked up and quickly began
to thunder out my peroration.
“And more than once the village elders have put up forestry officers in that temple and let them eat forbidden
food there, and spread out soft bedding for them there, and provided them with other kinds of soft lying too. And
you’re always giving the revenue assessor little tea parties there and taking the opportunity to wrangle the
expropriation of one of your miserable tenants So you can all do a penance and move that tree yourselves.”
And I swept the multitude with a fierce glance. But what? There wasn’t a soul in sight. I suddenly felt
completely exhausted. My throat was parched and my knees were giving beneath me. I just flopped down on to
the ground and lay there.
I woke to feel a gentle touch on my head. My wife was rousing me. “Have a look,” she said. “They’re doing
their penance.”
And then I heard the noise of axes and choppers. I lifted my head and saw that the villagers had all seized the
first tool to hand and were busy doing their penance. The fallen tree was disappearing fast.
70.93 Odayuthathai Odayuthathai\fn{by Uroob aka Paruthulli Chalapram Kuttikrishnan (1915-1979)} Ponnani, Vellore
District, Kerala State, India (M) 11
Tossed about and torn here and there was a Tamil Calendar hanging on the wall. I was looking at it, without
taking my eyes off it. It is being shaken, tossed about by the wind. Like the soul trying to break away from its
bondage. In that attempt the body suffers several bruises. I do not know who has hung the calendar on the wall. It
must be my host and the owner of the house, Ramanasari, who is really an asari or carpenter by profession. Does
it mean that he knows to read Tamil? No one else is likely to have hung the calendar on the wall. Who else is
likely to have come to this poor quarter of the town—almost a slum? Hands with round and flexible muscles, the
body somewhat bent in the middle, the chest overgrown with hair and a look on the face which seemed to say:
“O world, you know very well I am in perfect harmony with you.”
In my own country how many carpenters I have met and forgotten as easily. But in Tamil Nadu I cannot forget
the moment when this Ramanasarj took my hand and said:
“Come, come and stay with me. I am alone there.”
And this, mind you, is a man whom I have never met before in all my life.
I hesitated. Other than the fact that I was also a Malayalee, there was no other tie or bond between us. We got
acquainted quite unexpectedly. Is it proper to go to a person’s house like that? But I didn’t have time to prolong
such reflections. Asari was telling me,
“What could it be but God’s mercy that brought you here? Now at night I can talk a word or two in our own
Malayalam.”
Before I could give a reply, he had taken charge of all my worldly belongings, which was a sling bag and went
in front. And I had to follow him.
*
How long have I waited here exploiting this generous soul? I once more looked at the calendar. Yes. I have
been here for one month and eleven days. Can’t go on like this any longer. Asari is not likely to let me go, unless I
give him a convincing reason. And I was reluctant to get away on some false pretext from that man’s clinging love
which held me fast. Where should I say that I was going? I must find the name of a place somewhere. If I don’t go
now, Ramanasari will plant me forever in this place.
He has already made it possible for me to earn small amounts now and then. A week ago he brought before me
two stout dark men, both of them, flaunting their mustache. They wanted some advertisements written for
insertion in Malayalam and English newspapers. They were men trading in oil. The readers must be convinced
that their oil is the best oil ever since Ayurvedic medicinal oils began to be processed and prepared. I have no
objection to anyone being convinced like that after reading this advertisement. So when I got ready to compose a
first-rate literary piece on the quality, the fragrance of their oil, one of those two black rocks gave me a knock on
my hand and said:
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“Please wait. Let me tell you something and then you can write.”
I listened patiently. He gave a long descriptive account of the refining of that oil from very early times. I must
admit that what he told me was altogether interesting. Of the origin of ground nut oil and its widespread use I had
not till then any idea at all. Here was a man providing that information gratis, free of charge. I noticed that while
relating the story of ground nut oil, he was enjoying himself, getting beside himself with excitement. The knot of
hair at the back of the head was getting loose. While trying to knot the hair again, the other mountain of a man
took up the story.
After giving a patient hearing to those two, I composed the masterpiece, one in English and the other in
Malayalam and read it to them. Then they demonstrated a true gift to laugh. They were laughing at my reading in
those unfamiliar languages and they asked me whether I could write an advertisement in Hindi too. That was
going too far—with my having stopped my learning of Hindi with the first reader. Besides, there should be a limit
to the trading with languages for this commercial exploitation.
Then they called Ramanasari aside. There was some confabulation for a short time. Returning, they placed a
few currency notes on the table and saluted me joining their hands together. They would not hear of any refusal on
my part. When Ramanasari insisted that there was nothing wrong in accepting payment for the work one had
done, I gave in. I counted the money after they left. There was thirty rupees.
Two days after that a Chettiar\fn{A note reads: A member of the Hindu communnity in Tamil Nadu. They have excelled in trade
and many other fields of activity.} wheezing hard and experiencing real difficulty to breathe was brought in by
Ramanasari. He wanted a letter to be written in English. That brought ten rupees. I tried my best to hand over
whatever I got to the Asari. He looked angrily at me.
“Stay here by all means, but don’t expect me to safe-keep money for you.” Saying this he went out to draw
water for my bath.
He has taken the responsibility for my meals, for my baths and my sleep. He has, by this time, transformed
himself into a loving elder brother for me. Pulling me up, advising me. I told him several times that I would be
happier without meals at night. For the first few occasions there was no reply. Then one day he looked hard at me
and blurted out:
“I am not an educated person. I am a carpenter. But I have worked on the construction of more than two
hundred houses. People live in those houses. That means I also know something. Don’t go to sleep on an empty
stomach.”
What could I say in reply? I have not built even a single house. That day also I had the meal, at night as usual.
*
It is impossible to live here enjoying the hospitality of the asari any more. It is as though I have been bound
with the cord of his love. Then I remembered how one and a half years ago I walked out of my home. I came out
of the gate with eleven rupees in my pocket. I was then 19 years old. I hardly knew even the people who lived in
our neighborhood. I left my home not driven by hunger or by any unpleasantness. The inability to wait at home or
anywhere else, call that a sickness, if you like.
I had to discover something on my own—I did not know what. That thought took possession of my mind. It
became an obsession with me.
I had not passed the stage of my life when I could feel without any doubt that the universe communed with me
in an alluring manner. I could respond to the idea that a golden image came down through the rays of the morning
sun and whispered to me:
“Rise up.”
Looking on the setting sun, I would break out into sobs. It was not difficult for me to discover that spirit that
breathes through the tender leaves of a young mango plant. I could hear the agonized cries that came through the
withering creepers. Tufts of grass as they grew up were muttering to me all sorts of things. And I had too\fn{ Also}
things to tell them. In short, the universe held its colloquies with me with an extraordinary eloquence.
Yet there was also this discontent within me, this restlessness. A feeling that I have lost something and that I
must regain it. It did not occur to me that it might be only an ardor to discover that there was nothing to discover.
I decided to get away from home. When I told my mother that I wanted to go and see my uncle—that is her
brother—in the city, she consented. She told my father:
“It is better than turning round here like a bull tied to a treadmill. Brother is sure to find out for him some job.”
My father also agreed.
I started in the morning. I should go by the next train. Where is the next train proceeding to? I found out that it
was going in the easterly direction. If I were to go to my uncle’s place, I had to take the train going to the north.
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My only aim was to go as far away as possible from home. So with the six odd rupees I bought a ticket for the
train proceeding eastwards.
*
During this last one and a half years, that was all the train journey to speak of I had. Always on foot. Even
though I have money now, I do not like the journey by train. When I travel by train, I feel I don’t exist. I am not
there. The train is the only thing present. Carried along like a letter in an envelope.
On the other hand, when I walk the world appears close to me. The savak trees with their humming whispering
sound, the parishaka plants in the forest, crowned from top to bottom with flowers, the tomato plantations with
their full grown fruits, the flocks of birds flying away in different directions and the vast sky—all these tell me:
“We belong to you.”
Then the world’s smile falls directly on my face. Its tears, you can expect them to fall on you unfailingly, drop
by drop.
How long I have walked like this, what all things I have seen. Sleeping by the river side and waking in the
morning to the melodious sound of the flowing water falling on my ears. I could sleep throughout the night
peacefully. The world then appeared before me shedding smiles always, and with that assurance I moved from
village to village.
I used to feel a sense of horror when I found people begging. The more you beg, the more destitute you
become. I saw the living spirit ebbing away from those who beg like water leaking from a brass vessel. And they
fail to become the larger, the greater things of life—not sunlight or moonlight but flickering light in the household
which may go out at any time.
*
One day when I got up from sleep, I saw by my side a dead body.
That was a new experience. The man who was dead had gone to sleep also by my side. Till he fell asleep, he
was groaning and muttering something. Now he was a dead body, a corpse. Quite close by, a woman, as though
nothing had happened, was singing a lullaby for her child. It was stretched out on her thighs and propped up with
her knees.
Helutharai, helutharai
Purushamathu Sthreeyarkelu helutharai
Gaju odayuthathai, choor aaguthathai
Odayuthathai, odayuthathai mathu choor aaguthathai.
They talk glibly, they talk smoothly,
These men, these women,
How they talk smoothly, how smoothly.
But glasses break, crumble to pieces,
These too break, break, crumble to pieces.

From the song that was sung, I felt that the song was in the Kannada language. So I thought the woman who
sang it came from Karnataka.\fn{A note reads: One of the four South Indian states, the others being Kerala, Tamil Nadu and
Andhra Pradesh (Telugu Land).} Or it may not be so. For songs like this are found in every part of the country, in spite
of the diversity in languages.
I looked in turn at the corpse and the woman, from one to the other. With teeth stained black with betel chew, a
wart on her upper lip and a piece of hair standing erect on it like a dart—her face was really striking. I wondered
whether it was to find out about this death or about motherhood that I set out on my journey. No. I turned my face
away from them.
At the same place I kept watch over a new born baby. I had to keep awake the whole night lest a fox or some
such creature should carry away the little one. How many such incidents, how varied the experiences. The one
and a half years had the weight of a hundred. Yet I neither begged nor was at any time starving. Those who beg
for their livelihood are the ones who are faced with starvation and have to beg again. Without begging at any time
I obtained food somehow. I often think of this—reasons for this anomaly. When one begs, the soul suffers a set
back—a kind of damage. With the soul losing its potency, it loses its power to kindle compassion in other souls. I
do not know whether the reasons I give here are true, justifiable. Yet I give them.
So this question remains with me with several other questions, unanswered. I proceeded through fields of millets, through plots of land where the mustard and the turmeric are cultivated. The seed is sown, it germinates and
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grows and again the seed is in the plant which has grown up and that seed must grow again. This was taking place
continuously in that part of the country from where I come. But, then, I did not observe this eternal cycle of life.
When approached that town where I met the asari, I was not expecting to come to a place like that. Why did
this man take me along without letting me go? My dear Ramanasari, your generosity has at last become an
impediment, a source of unrest for me. I must go away from here. I began to plan for it.
*
There is the Tamil Calendar frolicking in the wind. As though it was in a hurry to break loose from that nail
which held it captive. Such a struggle for liberation was taking place in my soul too.
Ramanasari has just come home. Now it is past six. That face which proclaimed harmony, peace with the
world around was turned towards me.
“Had tea?”
“Yes.”
“No.”
“Yes.”
“Then we must have another tea.” So began Asari. I remained adamant.
“I don’t think I need tea again.”
“Come.” Saying this, he took me along with him. After having tea, I began:
“I am setting forth tomorrow.”
“Where to?”
“To C——. That is the center of the Chettiar community—the real hub of trade in this part of the world. I have
an idea of getting a job there.”
“True?”
“Yes.”
That man kept silent for a while. This was a thing which concerned my future. I knew that Ramanasari would
never do anything which would go against my welfare.
“If you are getting a job, you must go.” There was a trace of disappointment in his voice:
“Is the salary good?”
“Yes. That is what I have been informed.”
Fortunately Asari did not .ask me as to who wrote to me. He was restless during the night. I pretended as
though I didn’t notice it. Yet when we had settled down in bed to sleep, he called me:
“Are you sleeping?”
“No.”
“I was just thinking. From tomorrow it will be like what it was earlier. There will only be the rats and the bats
to be heard in this house.”
I did not say anything in reply. Asari continued:
“Yet one has to go in search of one’s livelihood. In fact, when children grow up, we send them out into the
world.”
“Yes.” I agreed with an indistinct “Hmph.”
“Then one day I will die.” I had no answer to that.
“Are you sleeping?”
If I were to talk more, my fear was that my deception would get exposed. And, although I stopped answering
him, I was not sleeping. I was thinking of other things. Why does Asari live here alone? Has he no family? No
children? Who knows? Better not ask him such questions. They will only strengthen the ties which I am trying to
break.
*
On the following day, Ramanasari did not go for work. He came with me to the railway station. When I settled
down in a seat, he stood on the platform, keeping close to the window of the compartment. Whenever our looks
met, Ramanasari would smile. Then in a soft voice he said:
“Don’t forget one thing. After big salaries bring big money, you will want to put up a house in your village. To
drive the tree stumps at the four comers and lay the foundation stone, you must invite me. Don’t forget that.”
What kind of reply could I give to that? So I quietly laughed. He too laughed.
The train started to move. Ramanasari stood there still with a bland, faded smile on his face.
*
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Suddenly my mind was filled with thoughts of this generous soul. I felt like getting down at the next station. I
would go back to him and tell him that all that I told him was mere falsehood.
The train was rushing to its destination. And a thought sank deep into my mind. If I were to go back, I would
never have any freedom. I stretched out myself on the berth. The song of that Karnataka woman suddenly
surfaced in my mind
They talk glibly, they talk smoothly,
These men, these women,
How they talk glibly, how smoothly.
But glasses break, crumble to pieces,
These men, these women too break, crumble to pieces.

I lay on my chest burying at the same time my face in the crook of my arm. Why did I venture out on this
journey? I could only say—if one cannot wait quietly in a place, one must keep moving.
People were coming in and going out of the compartments. I paid no heed. I could hear loud talks in Telugu,
Kannada and Tamil. At times one person held forth, at other times all spoke together creating a din, a real
cacophony of sounds. My dear brethren and sisters, talk gently. Sound more than sense. All right. Let it go on.
In the meanwhile I bought a cup of coffee and drank it, and I dozed off for a while. When I got up, I realized
that there was only one more station for me to reach the end of that journey.
When I got down, I found that I was at a fairly large railway station. When I came out of the station, with the
sling bag on my shoulder, I had no destination, no particular place to go to. So I had no need to ask which way I
should go. Trees stood on the wayside, as though everyone of them wanted to say:
“The life I have lived has been brought to a miserable end.”
*
On one side of the road there was a vast stretch of grass land and a foot path going through the grass
somewhere. Leaving the road, I went along that foot path. It stretched in a zigzag manner. At a certain point I had
to stop, for the path branched off in three different directions. I felt cheated. Which way should I go? But I was
not nervous. In fact, I was in a mood to entertain myself; like in my childhood, I decided to try a small game—to
get out of the dilemma of choosing a road. That is, deciding on a thing through finding which way a leaf falls,
when it is thrown up. I found a Kongini tree standing away from other trees on the roadside like a woman who
had been deserted by her man. I plucked two leaves, made sure of the sides and made them float down in the air.
Both the leaves indicated the path going leftward. But of the three paths, two went in the left direction. Another
leaf-trial settled it. I was left with the path to the further left.
Then there was no doubt or hesitation on my part. I set forth along that foot path.
As I went along, I was attracted by a grove of cactus plants. It was like a dais of granite rock with intricate
engravings placed on a single pillar also of granite. Protruding from the massive plant were many growths which
resembled the palm of a hand without fingers but with innumerable nodules. The nodules bristled with sharp
needle-like thorns.
I have never seen such a cluster of cactus plants, all growing together. In one’s loneliness it can create within
one feelings of dread which it is difficult to rid oneself of. It can stir in one thoughts of death, violence and
murder. I went past the place in haste whistling the tune of a song from a play, which I had learnt in my
childhood. But that was really to fortify myself against this inexplicable fear which suddenly possessed me.
Some cattle with half-closed eyes stood in the field close by. They were chewing the cud. As though they were
sprung from the grass, only to chew the cud. But I knew from the presence of the cows in the fields that there
were houses close by. I was right in my assumption. When I went a short distance further, I came across a
building made of rock stone. Court House? Prison? What could it be? It must be one of these. Or it deserves to be.
A little further away some children were playing, picking and throwing stones aimlessly. Both boys and girls.
All of them were stark naked. As though they found the wearing of clothes irksome. When they saw me, they
stopped throwing stones and stared hard at me. Pretending I didn’t notice them, I quickened my pace. With all this
stone throwing without aim or purpose, I was not anxious to provide them a target to try their skill.
I was going down a slope where there was green vegetation in some places. At the furthest edge of the slope,
an old man stood digging the ground with a spade. He seemed to be enjoying himself. In appearance like an old
rusty pipe which had emitted smoke for many a day. One cannot say that he had no clothes on his body. A piece of
loin cloth stretched out at the waist as far as it could be stretched. I asked him where the road led to.
“Temple there, don’t you know?”

575

“Where is the main road?”
“It is near the temple.”
“Are there no houses there?”
“Have, have.”
This meager information was conveyed to me in some kind of garbled, broken Tamil and he was shaking his
head the whole time. It was obvious that he was impatient and I found him applying himself to his work more
zealously. I knew that he would not entertain any more questions from me. I walked away.
All around were fields of millet. The soil there was dark and smooth. I was surprised that the people of that
place and the soil were very much alike in color. The smell of the upturned wet soil of the fields reached me
through the air.
The road I was going along now led me directly into a cotton plantation. I looked around at those cotton plants.
Aren’t they like attractive young females with an open candid smile on their lips? The demure look of some, on
the other hand suggested that the smile would take some time to open out suddenly. It is the cotton seed pods I am
talking about in different stages of growth and ripening.
The water fowls, to vary the image slightly, like newly wed brides gently slinked past me and then disappeared
amidst the thick bushes.
It was then that a strong pungent smell assailed me like a pickle made with tender mango fruits stimulating the
sense of taste of a man who for some reason or other had lost it completely. That seemed to open suddenly within
me doors which had remained closed for a long time. I stopped for a few moments. Was it the smell of the
Champaka flower? Or else the smell of a flower similar to it? The wind swelling with this fragrance frisked
around like a sprightly young calf. I came in the way of its knocks and buffets.
Shadows were etched on the ground like paintings. The sun was setting in the west. Birds were flying away to
roost. I found my feet treading on their shadows.
And what about me?
Will I too have a resting place? I was amused by that thought.
*
What the old man said was true. That foot path took me to a temple—to the presence of the deity of the temple.
At the entrance to the temple was the gopuram made entirely of granite with intricate carved engravings. The
building immediately surrounding the holy shrine with the statue of the god of the temple was also built of
granite. The circular path around the shrine room where you circumambulate with the vision of the statue of the
deity always before you was paved with granite stones.
The halls meant for group prayers, marriage ceremonies and other such festivities were erected on granite
pillars. There was nothing else to be seen there but granite. The bodies of the men gathered for worship were also,
it seemed, made of granite. In worship before the lighted lamps in the encarved hollows of a huge pillar also of
granite stood men and women with their hands joined together.
I went along the circular path around the enshrined deity. All around me were those carved engravings on rock
of deities, mythical figures and episodes from religious lore. With tools and rock alone there was given form and
shape of whatever the human mind could ever conceive or imagine. That magnificent temple filled my mind with
tranquility and a sense of well-being.
I went round, at last coming back to that pillar of lights and along with those men and women stood with hands
joined in obeisance. I knew not which deity presided over the temple—Vishnu or Siva.\fn{ A note reads: Two of the
Hindu Trinity, the other being Brahma.} It does not matter. I said to myself that it was some benevolent deity—it does
not matter who it was.
From within the temple bells started ringing in unison. That temple which all this time stood like a huge
granite stone awoke as though from a deep slumber and spoke it seemed in a thousand tongues. That ringing of
the bells continuously and rhythmically filled the sky with a reverberating harmony.
I was feeling tired. But though I was tired, I was filled with a kind of happiness too.
Suddenly the crowd which stood along with me parted either way. Like the floating debris of leaves in a river
getting scattered in different directions with a sudden rush of water. I did not understand what it meant. Then a
surge of fragrance came upon me. A man was going past the place where I stood. He was looking pointedly at me
and I too looked at him. Dark complexioned, tall and well-built, thickly grown moustache, ear-rings set with
white, shining stones. He was wrapped in a silk cloth with a border of gold thread work. His entry was enough to
throw the bystanders into confusion.
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After the man had passed into the temple, the people regrouped themselves and continued their worship
standing near the granite pillar of lights. The wicks in the hollows on the sides of the pillar were burning brightly.
The people were keenly watching me too. Who could this fellow be?
I did not wish to be the target of so many people looking at me. I left that place and came and rested on a stone
in the path around the shrine room. Where am I to go now? I need not have come here. Better to go out into the
fields where the millets grow. There I would be rid of the hard stares of these people.
Yet I had no mind to get up. I realized that I was really tired. Holding up my chin in my hand I remained still.
But there was no cessation of the ringing of the bells. The air throbbed with sound of the bells ringing together. A
strange sound rose within me. At first it was indistinct. I listened to it all the more. It was the song of the
Karnataka woman:
Gaju odayuthathai choor odayuthathai
Odayuthathai odayuthathai mathu choor aaguthathai
But glasses break, crumble to pieces,
These men, these women too break, crumble to pieces.

I was suddenly overcome by a feeling of dejection. I did not like that state of mind. But there was no way of
getting rid of it. I found myself reflecting on Colombus journeying through regions densely covered with snow.
That only heightened my feeling of restlessness. As I was trying to extricate myself from these feelings, they laid
hold on me with greater force. A person like me going from place to place the way I did could face any condition
of mind—but not despondency, dejection. With this irritation, growing within me, I found I was growing angry
too.
By that time the bells had stopped ringing. After some time the people appeared to be dispersing in different
directions. But I was still seated resting on that round stone.
*
Again that exquisite smell assailed my nose. That man was standing in front of me. He asked me where I came
from. I replied:
“Malayalam.”
He broke out into a laugh, like a flash of light in the dark. Then in a quiet, insinuating voice he asked me:
“So you are a ‘female Malayalam’?”
“Phew,” I shouted at him in contempt.
That dark man towering over me like a mountain started. I knew the meaning of that question. Get married to
some poor girl from one of the villages of Kerala, bring her to Tamil speaking areas and give her in exchange for
a considerable sum of money. Then go back to another village for another “marriage.”
“Female Malayalam” is the name—the code word—for those of my countrymen who have accepted that way
of life. Call them pimps or procurers, if you like. But I never expected a man to look me face to face and call me
by that odious word. My nerves tingled with disgust. If he had spoken anything more, I do not know what I would
have done.
But that man stood dumbfounded. The body of that man seemed to have suddenly shrunk in size. We stood like
that in silence for some time. Suddenly the man sat near me on that stone.
“Forgive me.”
I didn’t give a reply to that. I almost felt like giving on that large, bulging cheek a hard slap. That might make
him realize perhaps how he had abused me and the men and women of my country.
Then he began to speak incoherently. He did not mean what he said. He now realized how in trying to joke
about such sordid things, we quickly lapse into sordidness. He regretted his action and wanted his frivolity, his
trifling ways, to be forgiven. That was the gist of what he said to me. Since I could not attack a person who so
abjectly was asking my forgiveness, I kept silent. If only he would go away from there.
Again and again he was pleading for forgiveness. Without even looking at his face, I told him:
“All right. You may go.”
That man heaved a deep sigh, and continued to wait by my side. This was going to be a nuisance. I must go.
When I got up, he also jumped up and coming in front of me, he begged me to say ever so briefly that I had
forgiven him, before I left the place. Without looking at his face, I said:
“I have forgiven you.”
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That way at least I would be able to get rid of this noose round my neck, and added to myself, “I have forgiven
you the fact that you were born as a human being.”
“You are still angry with me, Sir.”
Why should he be so worried about my anger and my griefs? He stood before me with his hands joined
together. I looked into those eyes. They looked so tired. How his voice was transformed from the loud drum beat
to the soft melodious sound of a harp. He looked the very physical embodiment of contrition, of repentance.
“I am not angry with you. In fact, I also got angry with you and spoke and I acted very rudely towards you. No
man has the right to drive another away with contempt. You must also forgive me for what I have done.”
That man took hold of both my hands and held them close to his chest. He was now talking fast. His words
were the words of a tormented man. I felt that here at last we were not speaking in two different languages. It
appeared we were communicating in the same language.
I gradually released his hands. I did not know how I should reply him. I was not used to such situations. So I
remained just looking at him without saying anything. That black dark complexion has an attractiveness of its
own. The skin has a brightness. And the eyes seemed more shining than the fine glitter from the precious white
stones of his earrings. Through all these a great soul, I felt, was peering through.
The request came most unexpectedly—that I must visit him in his own house.
“I am sorry. I am a traveler going from place to place.”
But won’t I come to his house at least once as a proof that I have forgiven him?
This is going to be an obstruction to my plans. I tried my best to be allowed to go my way. But I could not
dissuade him from leaving me alone. He began imploring me most earnestly not to refuse him.
This was intolerable. When he enquired whether I pursued that abominable business of being a procurer, if I
had said, “Yes, sir. I am a procurer,” I could have gone away without much trouble. All right, I will go with him.
I did not know where I was going and for what reason. I was going with him. All I knew was that he was
leading me along.
When we reached the house, it was quite dark. From what I saw of the house it looked more like a palace than
a house. We went up two or three staircases, passed through three or four corridors and two large cemented court
yards. Then I was led into a room. I looked round that room lit by ornamented hanging lamps. Other than the
portrait of a person painted in oil, there was nothing else to adorn that room.
“Please sit down.”
I sat down on a rattan bed. Then I was thinking what I should do to escape from all this luxury. Coffee and
different varieties of pastries and sweet meats were served. And I partook of them without any hesitation. I had
not taken any food since morning.
That man told me the story of his life without any hesitation. He and his brother and both their families were in
that house. They were traders by profession, concentrating mainly on cotton, textiles and gems. Their father had
died about three years ago. What I saw on the wall was his portrait. I looked again at that portrait. He appeared to
me to be massive, monumental.
It was nothing but proper that I should tell him my story too. I told him that I was a Malyalee and that I was
traveling from place to place. But I didn’t prolong my story. And he didn’t ask me anything more. He didn’t even
ask me my name.
“You would like to bathe?”
“Yes, I would.”
I felt that a bath would do good to both my mind and body. A young boy took me along. Opening the door of
the bath-room for me, he asked in chaste, pure Malayalam:
“From what part?”
I looked him all over. He had a fine complexion. I asked him the same question:
“And you?”
“I am from Perumpavoor.”
I asked him about that family. Good people, generous too. He based his remarks on the basis of a five years’
stay with them.
“What is it that you see on the other side of the bath-room—something like a textile shop?”
“Those are the clothes to change into—after a bath. You must see the ladies’ bath room. About five times this,
you will find there.”
I didn’t want to ask anything more. I felt as though the bath had cleansed my anger and bitterness and brought
into my mind some good thoughts.
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My host and I had our dinner together. It was a long time since I had a meal like that. I was in that mood
prepared to concede that if one was assured of good food like that regularly, one’s mental powers were likely to
improve.
After the dinner, I was dozing off. He noticed that and soon took me to the bed room. Then he took his leave of
me.
I have never slept on a bed like that. As though at the slightest movement, I would dissolve into it. I could not
believe that beds like that could be made at all. If I were. not so tired, I would not have been able to sleep in it.
The strong smell from the cotton fields which I had enjoyed during the daytime still reached me. A snatch of a
song floated into my mind.
Pipal tree, banyan tree—they hold their umbrellas up
Guarding closely their good old uncle—the loony moon.

I went over the lines in my mind in silence and I cannot remember when I stopped doing it.
*
It was hearing some one knocking on the door that I got up. The morning sun peeped coquettishly through the
window. I looked round rubbing my eyes. Was the whole thing a dream, I wondered.
There was again the sound of a knock. I opened the door. My host stood there smiling. Again I was reminded
of the cotton pods suddenly bursting open. He took me along with him, and pointed out the bath room to me.
After having changed into clean, new clothes I had my morning repast. If I thought well of that part of the country
and the world as a whole then, can you blame me?
“Shall we go and see my brother?”
“Yes, we can go and see him,” I said.
We came down the stairs. At the foot of the stairs was a lectern covered with silk and on it was kept a book.
Scattered around the reading-desk were flowers. I turned over the pages of that book. It was Valmiki Ramayanam
in Nagari script.\fn{A note reads: Sanskrit uses two forms of alphabet: Deva Nagara alphabet and the Brahmi alphabet. Brahmi mode
of writing is seldom used.} It was a very long time since I held a book in my hands.
“Can read this?" he asked me.
“Can—a little.”
I noticed the look of surprise on his face, and soon I found myself in his brother’s presence.
The brother was seated on a wheel chair. Leaning back he was reading something. Round about him were
almirahs filled with books. Seeing me approach, he placed the book down and said:
“Come, come. Please sit down. Brother told me about you yesterday.”
I sat down and looked at Annan. He was really an annan—an elder brother. The curly hair on the front part of
the head was combed back. It was turning gray and reminded me of darkness gradually being encroached upon by
moon light. The nose was long, smooth broad cheeks and running down through them were wrinkles. The jaw
bones were strong and thick set and the eyes looked calm and serene. When one looked at a face like that, one
would like to call him annan—brother. Pointing towards his younger brother he said:
“He is the real head of the family, like the Sun God. I am like Arunan—the charioteer to the Sun God but an
Arunan that does not drive the chariot. Even that work is done by my younger brother, besides providing light
too.”
What he said seemed to amuse him, for he laughed heartily at what he said. I turned my eyes towards his legs
which were hanging down like the dried ragged leaves of a plantain tree. Suddenly I took away my eyes.
Annan conducted himself differently from his younger brother. He asked me my name, about my education
and the purpose of my journey. He told me that one of the great classics of Tamil was composed in my country—
in Kerala. He spoke to me about Chilapadikaram,\fn{A note reads: A celebrated epic poem in Tamil, the author [of which]
belonged to the Chera royal dynasty. The Chera kings who were Tamils by descent ruled at Thiruvanchkulam (Vanchi as it is popularly
called) in the Kerala state. The other Tamil kingdoms were the Pandiyan kingdom on the South and the Chola kingdom on the East. We
should not forget that the Ilango Adigal lived and wrote during the 2 nd century AD, and that there are references to the great Tamil
kingdoms in the Mahabharata. Kerala then comprised the main principality of the Chera kingdom. And the formation of Malayalam as a
separate language was a long way off from the time that Ilango Adigal wrote his great epic poem. This is its prologue: We shall compose a
poem, with songs,| To explain these truths: even kings, if they break | The law, have their necks wrung by dharma; | Great men everywhere
commend | wife of renowned fame; and karma ever | Manifests itself, and is fulfilled. We shall call the poem | The Cilappatikāram, the epic
of the anklet, | Since the anklet brings these truths to light. } and Prince llamkodikal,\fn{A note reads: A corruption of the real name,
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Ilango Aadigal.}

the author of that great poem. He also spoke about Thiruvanch-kulam, the ancient capital of the
Chera Kings. He knew more about my country than I myself.
The younger brother who had remained quiet all this time suddenly broke in and said:
“Anna, our guest knows to read the Ramayana.”
Annan fixed his looks on me and asked whether I knew Sanskrit. He would like a small portion of Ramayana
to be read to him. He himself had not studied Sanskrit. But his knowledge of Tamil was profound—that I came to
know afterwards.
“You could read a little of the Ramayana in the evening?” he repeated his request.
I gave my consent. When I was getting ready to leave, he clasped both my hands together and said:
“This is your own house and I will hereafter think that I have one more brother.” Then we left him—his
brother and I.
So the evening I read to him the Ramayana and interpreted it to him as best as I could. Although he reflected
silently, I knew that he was enjoying it too. When I reached an interesting part, his face brightened with
happiness. The reading and discussing the text went on and I did not realize that we had gone far into the night.
He wanted me to read the following day too. I was reluctant to refuse that request. Yet I felt that living
sumptuously on their food and feeding them with my reading was somehow not the proper thing to do.
When I went the following afternoon to read, I was somewhat taken aback. I had to read not to an individual
but to a group—an assembly, and most of them were women. I felt like telling them I was not a professional
harikadha singer who recited and interpreted Puranic tales for a living.\fn{ A note reads: The performance is often very
lively, interspersed with much social criticism and topical comments.} I looked at them—Annan and the women in turn. I was
made to understand that these women belonged to that household and to families connected to them. They had all
come to witness this marvelous feat of the reading of the Ramayana in Sanskrit. All of them were, no doubt,
religious and devoted and I am the dupe, the victim of their religious zeal.
I was told beforehand by Annan that I should concentrate only on the important sections from the Ramayana. I
was dealing with the incident of Guhan rowing across the river Sri Rama and his brother. When I found that.
Annan was enjoying himself I expatiated on that episode somewhat. The audience on the other side—whether.
they stayed on or went away—did not concern. That was the stand I took.
After completing the reading for that day I requested Annan that I should be allowed to start on my journey the
following day.
He would not hear of it.
“Guhan has taken Raman and Lakshman across the river. But you have left us behind in the vast illimitable sea
of the Ramayana.” As usual, he shook with laughter. He was so sincere in his wanting me to stay and I agreed to
stay two days more.
I noticed that the audience for the following day’s reading was larger. I was becoming uneasy about the
increase of the audience that relished this display of my performing skill. But I made it a point that I always
addressed one of the two brothers.
*
The following evening I was taking a walk outside that huge mansion—in the luxuriant flower garden on one
side of it. The air was thick with the smell of Champaka flowers. I was going over in my mind a verse from the
Ramayana:
Sakiamagulibhi pothum …

The wind came seeping through the rain clouds and was mixed with the strong fragrance of the Kalhar and the
pine-apple flowers. One could almost have taken that fragrance in one’s hands and drunk it.
“Brother.”
Somebody seems to be calling. I turned back and looked. There was a girl standing behind me leaning against
the asoka tree on the outer fringe of the garden. She appeared to be chiseled out of black rose wood. May be about
seventeen or eighteen years. I looked at her as though I wanted to find out what she wanted.
“A doubt to be cleared.”
“What?”
“Sitadevi went with her husband to the forest.”
“Yes.”
“Lakshman had no wife?”
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I told her about Urmila, the wife of Lakshman.
Why was Urmila not taken with them? Why didn’t Sita enquire about it? And, Rama, why didn’t he advise
them about it? Lakshman didn’t tell Rama about this? Several such questions.
I answered them as best as I could. All this time she was looking at me without batting an eyelid and was
listening to me too. The biting of the nails and occasional scratching of the head also went on at the same time.
My answers did not satisfy her—that was what the fact revealed.
“Marrying a young girl like that and leaving her behind in the house and her man going off to the forest—what
is the meaning of it? I cannot understand it, brother.”
I turned my hands up to indicate that I had no explanation for it.
Then she broke out into laughter. That reminded me of tiny bells of a decorated umbrella on a festive occasion
knocking against one another and creating a harmony. All the while, she continued to bite the finger-nails and
scratch the head.
Who is this young girl who wanted to cross-examine me? I wanted to find out. She was the second daughter of
the elder Brother. I was taken aback. I took leave of her and quickly walked towards the house.
On the following day I knew that that statue of rosewood was among the audience looking on with half-paned
lips and eye-lids that would not close.
Even after the two days agreed on, I could not leave the place. I found that I was giving in to the demands of
the two brothers. Like having fallen from the clay pot to the burning hearth. In place of one Ramanasari I have
now two!
After a lapse of seven or eight days she came up to me again. It was evening. I was seated on the ground leaning against the trunk of a Samphrani tree. The branches of the tree reached out in all directions. A gentle breeze
was blowing from the fields of millet. There was often the smell of mud in that wind. And again and again there
was the pungent smell of the Champaka flower. Like a virtuous courtesan was that wind.
“Brother!”
I did not turn back. I knew the voice.
“What?”
“A doubt.”
“Umph.”
“Lakshmanan slashed off the nose of Shurpanaka, the sister of Ravana.”
“That is right.”
“Even if the nose that grows outside is lost, can love which has taken hold of one, can it be removed at the
same time from within?”
I told her I did not know. .
Again the same laughter like bells hanging from a ceremonial umbrella, carried in a festival procession
knocking against one another. I gazed aimlessly at the fields where the millets grew. The smell of the Champaka
flowers and the smell of the mud were wafted in turn towards me.
I did not move. I remained in perfect immobility, as though I had nailed myself down. I spent almost an hour
like that. There was no noise, no sound or anything.
When I got up to go, I turned back and looked. She was there leaning against the Koya tree. Biting her nails,
she was looking at me. It seemed her eyelids would never close.
How did that girl assume enough courage to speak to me? No lady belonging to that household would ever
come directly towards me. When I met them, they would respectfully move away. I knew that the women of that
house segregated in their quarters had formed certain opinions about me. As I passed that part of the house one
day, I overheard a conversation carried an in subdued voice:
“What does that man lack? God-man, Brahma Swami—that is all and that is enough!”
I pictured myself going about wearing and displaying the sacred thread and I could not but laugh to myself.
But when all were away, this perfectly shaped statue of rosewood with that tingling laughter could dare come to
me. How could I explain it?
So I spent fourteen days what with the Ramayana reading and exposition, the sumptuous food and the deep
sleep in the silken folds of the luxurious bed. During this time I met that young girl twice again. The first time
seeing her and fearing that she might be coming to clear her doubts, I walked away quickly.
The second time I met her was in the cotton plantation about three quarter of a mile from the house. I had gone
out for a walk in the evening. 1 walked through the middle of that plantation and stopped to take between my
fingers a pinch of the soil at the foot of those plants and smell it.
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“Brother!”
“What?”
“A doubt.”
“Tell me.”
“Ahaliya, the wife of the sage Gautama was transformed into a stone by him.”\fn{ A note reads: Indra, the king of the
gods, falls in love with Ahaliya, the wife of sage Gautama. He disguises himself as Gautama and sleeps with her. Gautama comes upon the
scene and curses his wife, transforming her into a stone. Gautama realizes his mistake and feeling sorry for his wronged wife foretells that
Ahaliya will be brought to life the moment Rama passing through the forest treads on the stone .}

“Yes.”
“When she lay like that turned into stone, ‘I am not a piece of stone. I am Ahaliya.’—would she have thought
like that, would she have had a consciousness like that?”
I did not turn my hands upwards, as though I did not know. I stood there looking at her. The wind which came
with a whistling sound through the cotton plantation was disheveling her curly hair. When I saw her stand like a
statue of stone, I felt like asking her:
“Aren’t you Ahaliya?”
But I did not ask that question. I turned my face away. I looked at the fruit of a cotton plant breaking out into a
smile.
“Uncle told us that tomorrow morning—”
“In the morning?”
“Leaving our land for good, is it true?”
“Yes.”
“In that case,” she stopped, scratched her head. Then with a calm steady look directed towards me she said,
“Who will then relate to us the story of Rama?”
This time I turned up my hand. The wind was blowing hard. When I turned back and walked away, I did not
hear the laughter like the ringing of bells hanging from umbrellas carried on ceremonial occasions.
After a few steps, I could not desist from turning back and looking at her. Biting her nails, without closing her
eye lids, she was there rooted to the spot like a statue.
That night I was unusually late in falling asleep. I had to start in the morning. When we break a tie, even if it
may have been only for a short period, there is pain in the parting. Even if we try to go far away, the world, the
universe follows like a shadow.
*
I got ready in the morning to take my departure. A violent outburst secured for me from the younger of two
brothers comfortable living for two weeks—kept me in comfortable circumstances. Accompanied by him I went
to say farewell to Annan, the elder brother. He asked me when I would be returning to that place. I told him as I
should that it won’t take very long.
“You must come often. Consider this as your own home,” he said, holding my hands. I looked at that face. Yes,
he was really a brother—an elder brother.
The younger brother came with me to the railway station. He brought to the berth a huge trunk.
“This?”
“It is for you.”
The ticket and envelope he left in my pocket.
I got into the compartment. Holding both my hands together he said:
“I came to you without a sense of decency and self-respect. You taught me that. You are a guru to me. You
must come to us often.”
When he stroked my hand, my skin tingled with a rush of feeling. When I looked at those eyes filled with
genuine love, I felt as though I had found out what I was in search after. The way he stood in humility and what he
said to me made me dumbfounded. I tried to speak something but could not. So I kept shaking my head.
The train started moving. My mind was in a real turmoil. I kept looking through the window. The fields of
millet, which was rushing past, the cotton plantation, the long stretches of land with the alternating strong odors of
the champaka flowers and the muddy soil—all this while three or four faces continued to appear before me.
The smile of Ramanasari with the power to soothe, the face of the younger brother brightened by the white
stones set in the ear-rings, the elder brother with the hair on his head turning gray and that statue of rose wood
biting the nails and looking on intently.
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Will I be seeing them again? I cannot say which was better, what I valued more—Ramanasari’s room with the
single mat and the single pillow or that palatial building, the tasty meals and the soft beds into which I could
dissolve.
The train was gathering speed. Then suddenly, unexpectedly the song of that Kannada woman echoed in my
mind.
Gaaju odayuthathai, choor aagthathai,
Odayuthathai, odayuthathai, mathu choor aaguthathai.
But glasses break, crumble to pieces,
These men, these women too break, crumble to pieces.

78.314 On The Boat\fn{by Palagummi Padmaraju (1915-1983)} Tirupatipuram, West Godavari District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (M) 5
After sundown the world was enveloped in a melancholy haze. The boat glided softly on the still river.
The water lapped against the sides of the boat in soft ripples. No life stirred, as far as the eye could see, and the
dead world hummed soundlessly. That hum was inaudible but the body felt it and it filled the mind with its
reverberations. A feeling of life coming to an end, of peace inexorable and devoid of all hope, crept over one’s
consciousness. The vague, mysterious figures of distant trees moved along with the boat motionlessly. The trees,
which were nearer, moved backwards, like devils with disheveled hair. The boat did not move. The canal bank
moved backwards.
My eyes looked deep into the still waters, penetrating the darkness. The stars relaxed on the bed of water
swinging dreamily on the slow ripples, and slept with eyes wide open.
No stir in the air. The rope by which the boatmen pulled the boat sagged and tautened rhythmically and the
bells on the guide stick in the hand of the leader tinkled at each step. At one end of the boat, there was the red
glare of a fire in the oven, alternately glowing into a flame and subsiding. With a small bucket, a boy baled out the
water percolating into the boat through small leaks. Sacks filled with paddy, jaggery, tamarind, and what not
were stacked in the boat.
I lay down on the top of the boat staring at the sky. From inside the boat, tobacco smoke, mingled with soft,
inaudible voices, spread in all directions. In the small room where the clerk sat, there was a tiny oil lamp, blinking
in the darkness. The boat moved on.
A voice hailed us from the distance, “Please bring the boat to this bank—this bank!” As the boat drew near the
bank, two figures jumped on the footboard. The boat tilted slightly to that side.
“Please do not mind us. We’ll sit here on the top,” said a woman’s voice.
The man at the rudder asked her, “Where were you all these days, Rangi? I have not seen you for a long time.”
“My man took me to many places—Vijayanagaram, Visakhapatnam; and we climbed together the Hill of
Appanna.”
“Where are you going now?”
“Mandapaka. How are you, brother? Do you still have the same clerk?”
“Yes.”
The male figure fell down in a heap and his lighted cheroot slipped from his mouth. The woman put it out.
“Sit down properly,” she said.
“Shut up, you bitch. Do you think I am drunk? I’ll break your ribs if you disturb me.”
He rolled over from one side to the other. The woman covered him with the sheet of cloth which had slipped to
one side when he rolled over. She lighted a cheroot herself. When the match caught the flame, I saw her face for a
brief moment. The dark face glowed red.
There was a hint of bass in her voice. When she talked, you felt she was artlessly confiding to you her
innermost secrets. She was not beautiful; her hair was disheveled. And yet there was an air of dignity about her.
The black blouse she was wearing gave the impression that she was not wearing any. In the darkness her eyes
sparkled as if they were very much alive. When she lighted the match, she noticed me lying nearby.
“There is someone sleeping here,” she said trying to wake up the man.
“Lie down, you slut. I’ll break your neck if you disturb me again.”
With an effort he moved away from me.
The clerk stood on the footboard with the oil lamp in his hand. He asked, “Who is that fellow, Rangi?
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“He is my man, Paddalu. Please do not charge us, sir, for the journey.”
“Is it Paddalu? Get him out! He is a rogue and a thief. Have you no sense? He’s dead drunk and you have
brought him on to this boat!”
“Who says I am drunk?” complained Paddalu.
“You fools. Throw the fellow out. Why did you allow him to step on the boat? He is dead drunk,” the clerk
shouted to the boatmen.
“I’m not dead drunk. I merely quenched a little of my thirst,” protested Paddalu.
“Why don’t you keep mum?” admonished the woman. “Please, sir, I beg of you. May God bless you, sir. We’ll
get down at Mandapaka,” she pleaded.
The man joined in the pleading, “I’m not drunk, sir. Please be kind and allow us to go to Mandapaka.”
“If you make any row I’ll have you thrown into the canal. Be careful.” The clerk went back to his room.
Paddalu sat up. He was not really drunk.
“He will have me thrown into the canal—the son of a bitch!” he said in a low voice.
“Keep quiet. If he heard what you said, then we’re finished.”
“Let him look around the boat tomorrow morning. He puts on airs, the son of a bitch.”
“S. . s. . s. Someone is sleeping there.”
Paddalu lighted a cheroot. He had a very thick mustache. His face was oval. His spine curved like a bow drawn
by a string. He was lean and sinewy and there was an air of nonchalance about him.
The boat was gliding along softly again. The boatmen were washing the utensils after food, talking among
themselves.
It was not cool, but I covered myself with a sheet. I felt a little afraid to leave my body exposed helplessly to
the darkness. The breeze was sharp—the boat glided softly on the water like the touch of a woman. The night was
wrapped with tenderness—as in the caress of an unseen woman. I felt lost in that embrace and many memories of
my past and of tales tinged with melancholy about woman tending man and bringing him happiness flitted across
my consciousness.
At a little distance from me, two cheroots were glowing red in the darkness. It appeared as though life was
sitting there heavily, smoking, and thinking about itself.
“Which is the next village on our way?” asked Paddalu.
“Kaldari,” said Rangi.
“We have a long distance to go.”
“Don’t do it today. You ought to be careful. Not today. We will try some other time when it is safer. Will you
not listen to me?” pleaded Rangi.
“You are afraid—you slut,” said Paddalu. He tickled her side with a dig of his finger.
“Oh!” she said and looked skyward as if she wished the feeling this gave her would last forever. .
Gradually I fell asleep. The boat moved downstream as if also in sleep. The two figures not far from me were
talking in whispers to each other for some time. Though I was sleeping, a part of me was awake. I knew that the
boat was moving, that the water was lapping its sides, that the trees on the banks were moving backwards. Inside
the boat everyone was asleep.
Rangi moved from my side to the rudder and sat beside the man who was handling it.
“How are you, brother?” she asked.
“How are you?” asked the man at the rudder.
“Oh! what wonders we have seen, my man and I! We went to a cinema. We saw a ship. What a ship it was!
Brother, it was as big as our village. I do not know where its rudder was.” She told him of a hundred things and
her voice caressed me in my sleep.
“Oh girl! I am feeling sleepy,” said the man at the rudder.
“I’ll hold it, you lie down there,” said Rangi.
The boat moved on silently—slowly. Without disturbing the silence, Rangi raised her voice into a song:
Where is he!
Oh where is he, my man!
I put the food in the plate and sit there awaiting his return.
Like a shadow the night deepens,
But no sleep comes to my eyes.
Where is he?
My man?
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The cold wind stings me like a scorpion.
And my nerves contract and ache,
Unless you press me with your warm body I may die.
Where is he?—my man!

Rangi’s voice had music in it. It seemed as though all living creatures heard the song in their sleep. Age-old
tales of love reverberated sadly and mysteriously in that song. It spread like a sheet of water and the world was
afloat in it like a small boat. Human life, with its love and longing, seemed heavy, inevitable, and strange.
A little distance from me, Paddalu sat with his head covered with a sheet. But a gulf seemed to separate him
from Rangi.
After some time Paddalu went inside the boat. I shook off sleep and lay looking at the stars. Rangi was singing:
You thought there was a girl in the lane behind the hut,
And sneaked there silently.
But who is the girl, my dear man?
Is she not I in my bloom?

Rangi’s song traveled through the worlds; then returned and touched me somewhere in my heart. I felt drowsy.
In my sleep, the elemental longing of man and woman for one another danced before me like rustic lovers playing
hide and seek. A dream world, entirely new to me, spread before me in my sleep. Rangi and Paddalu moved about
in a myriad of forms. The song slipped away from my consciousness, and the doors of my mind were gradually
closed even to dreams.
*
Some confusion in the boat woke me and I sat up. The boat was tied to a peg on the bank. The boatmen were
moving about hurriedly in the boat and on the bank, with lanterns. On the bank two men stood on either side of
Rangi holding her by her arms. One of them was the clerk. He had a piece of rope folded in one of his hands. It
looked as if Rangi was going to receive a thrashing. I jumped onto the bank and asked them what was wrong.
The clerk’s face flushed with anger. He said,
“The rogue has run away with some of our things. This daughter of a bitch must have got the boat to a bank
while everybody was asleep. She was holding the rudder, the slut.” There was a note of despair and helplessness
in his tone.
“What were the goods that were stolen?” I asked.
“Two baskets of jaggery and three bags of tamarind. That was why I said I would not allow them on the boat. I
will have to make up the loss.”
Then he asked Rangi, “Where did he unload the goods?”
“Near Kaldari, my good sir!”
“You liar! All of us were awake at Kaldari.”
“Then it must have been at Nidadavolu.”
“No, she will never tell us. We will hand her over to the police at Attili. Get on the boat.”
“Kind sir, please allow me to go.”
“Get on the boat,” he ordered, pushing her towards the boat.
Two boatmen dragged her into the boat.
“Sleepy beggars! Careless idiots! Have you no sense of responsibility? Why should you put the rudder in her
hands?” The clerk was very much put out. He went back to his room.
Rangi resumed her former seat. One boatman sat beside her to guard her. The boat moved again.
I lighted a cheroot.
“Kind sir, spare me one too,” she asked me in a tone which suggested intimacy. I gave her a cheroot and a box
of matches. She lighted it.
“Dear brother! What can you gain by handing me over to the police?”
“The clerk will not let you go,” said the boatman.
“Is Paddalu your husband?” I asked her.
“He is my man,” she replied.
The boatman said, “He seduced her when she was a young girl. He did not marry her. Now he has another girl.
Where is she, Rangi?”
“In Kovvur. Now, she is in her bloom. When she has endured as many blows as I have, she will look worse
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than me. The dirty bitch!”
“Then why do you have anything to do with him?” I asked.
“He is mine, sir!” she replied, as if that explained everything.
“But he has another woman.”
“What can he do without me? It does not matter how many women a man has. I tell you sir, he is a king among
men. There is not another like him.”
The boatman said, “Sir, you cannot imagine what this fellow really is, without knowing him. She was just
bubbling with life and youth when she got entangled with him. One night, he locked her up in her hut and set fire
to it. She was almost burnt to death. It was only her good fortune that saved her.”
“I felt like strangling him with my bare hands if I could only get at him. A red hot bamboo fell across my back
from the roof of the hut.” She lifted her blouse a little and even in that darkness I could see a white scar on her
back.
“Why are you still with him after all this cruelty?” I asked.
“I cannot help it, sir. When he is with me, I simply cling to him. He can talk so well and your sense of pity
wells up like a spring. This evening we started from Kovvur. On the way, he begged me on his knees to help him
in this affair. He said he was completely broke. We reached the Nidadavolu channel by a shortcut across the
fields.”
“Where did he land the goods?”
“How should I know?”
“Oh! she will never tell the truth, the rogue!” said the boat- man laughing.
There was a sudden impulse of curiosity in me to have a close look at her face. But in that darkness, she
remained hazy and inscrutable.
The boat crawled slowly on the smooth sheet of water. As midnight passed, the breeze developed a colder
sting. There was a slight rustle of leaves on the trees. I did not sleep again that night. Rangi’s guard tried
ineffectually to fight his overpowering desire to sleep and finally yielded to it. But Rangi sat there listlessly
smoking her cheroot, reconciled to her position.
“You were not married at all?” I asked her.
“No. I was very young when Paddalu took me away.”
“Which is your native village?”
“Indrapalem. Then I did not know he was a drunkard. Now, of course, I have caught it from him. There is
nothing wrong if one drinks. But sometimes when he is drunk, he is wild.”
“You could have left him and gone back to your parents.”
“That is what I feel like, when he becomes wild. But then there is no one else like him. You do not know him.
When he is not drunk he is as meek as a lamb. He might take a hundred women. But he comes back to me. What
can he do without me?”
The woman’s attitude struck me as strange, and I could not divine what held those two together.
Rangi said again: “No job suited either of us. So we had to take to thieving. When my mother was alive she
used to scold me for making a fool of myself. One night, he brought that girl to my hut.”
“Which girl?”
“The one he is now living with. He put her on my bed and lay down beside her. Before my very eyes! Both of
them were drunk. The slut! I pounced upon her and scratched her violently. He intervened and beat me out of my
breath. About midnight he went away with her somewhere. He returned again. I called him names and refused to
admit him into the house. He collapsed on the doorstep and began to weep like a child. I was touched. I sat beside
him. He took me into his lap and asked me to give him my necklace. 'What for?' I asked him. He said it was for
the other girl. I was beside myself with anger and heaped on him torments of abuse. He told me, weeping, that he
could not live without that girl. My anger knew no bounds. I pushed him out and bolted the door inside. He pulled
at it for a while and went away. I lay with my eyes wide open and could not sleep for a long time. But after I fell
asleep, the house caught fire. He had locked the hut on the outside and set fire to it. I tried the door desperately
and at that time of the night my shouts for help did not reach my neighbors. My body was being fried alive. I fell
unconscious. My neighbors must have rescued me in that state. The police arrested him the next day. But I told
them categorically that he could not have been the author of the crime. That evening he came to me and wept for
hours. Sometimes, when he is drunk he weeps like that. But when he is not drunk, he is such a jolly fellow. I gave
him that necklace.”
“Why do you still assist him in these crimes?”
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“What am I to do when he comes and begs me as if his whole life depends on it?”
“Did he really take you to all those places, Vijayanagaram, Visakhapatnam and what not?”
“No. I wanted to gain the confidence of the boatmen. On two former occasions, this very boat was robbed.”
“What will you do, if the police arrest you?”
“Why should I do anything? What can they do? I have no stolen goods in my possession. Who knows who was
responsible for the robbery? They might beat me. But ultimately they will have to set me free.”
“Supposing Paddalu is caught with these goods?”
“No, he would have disposed of them by now. I remained in the boat to give him enough time to effect his
escape.”
She heaved a sigh and then said, sotto voce, “All this goes to that damned bitch. He will not leave her till her
freshness fades away. I have to suffer all this for the sake of that slut.”
There was not a trace of emotion in her voice, nor was there any reproach. She accepted him as he was and
was prepared to do anything for him. It was not sacrifice, not devotion, not even love. It was simply the heart of a
woman, with a strange complex of feelings, tinged with love as well as with jealousy. There was only one outward
expression of this medley of feelings and that was the longing she felt for her man. Every fiber of that heart
thirsted for that man. But she had no demands to make of him, ethical or moral. She did not mind if he was not
true to her, even if he was cruel to her. She loved him as he was, with all his vagaries and pettinesses and with his
wild and untamed spirit. What did she derive from such a life with the dice so loaded against her? What was her
compensation? Was not such a life very unhappy and burdensome? But then what was happiness except the lack
of a consciousness of unhappiness? Was I happy judging by that standard?
The wind rose gradually. The boat moved faster. There were signs of the world waking up slowly from its
rejuvenating slumber. Here and there peasants could be seen going to their fields. The morning star had not yet
risen.
Rangi drew her knees closer, folded her arms around them, and sat looking into the fading night.
“He is my man. Wherever he goes, he is bound to return to me,” she said slowly, not particularly addressing
me.
These words summarized the one hope, the one strength, the one faith that kept her irrevocably linked with
life. Her whole life revolved around that one point. There was pity, fear, and above all reverence in my heart for
that woman. I wondered, how confusing, grotesque, terrifying, even insane, were the affairs of the human heart!
I sat looking at her till the day broke. Before I got off the boat, I put a rupee in her hand without being
observed, and then went away without waiting to see her reaction.
I never met her again.
87.10 Excerpt from her autobiography: “The Pilgrimage”\fn{by Pitambari Devi (1915-1989)} Orissa State, India (F) 1
… We set off first for Ayodhya, taking the night train. At Ayodhya we had a darshan of Lord Ramnath and
after spending three days there left for Haridwar.
Our plan was to go to Badrika after three to four days at Haridwar. The road to Badrika was extremely
difficult. Our courage failed us when we thought of covering the whole distance on foot. We left behind our cook
and the servant at Haridwar and proceeded on to Badrinath, borne on three litters.
In those parts of the country, people are accustomed to eating only roti for meals. We had no option but to do
the same even though we were not used to it.
At the temple of Lord Badrinath we found women making their wishes before the deity. It had taken us four
days to get there; it took us five to return.
We went to Allahabad next. When we came to the railway station after touring the city we found our train had
left. We had to stay at the station till five o’clock waiting for the next train. Strangely the stationmaster did not
leave my side for a moment. He hung around me. Guruji, my brother-in-law, watched him, amused. After a while
the stationmaster took Guruji aside and asked,
“Who is she?” Guruji said,
“She’s my employer. She’s a wicked person. She doesn’t give me my monthly salary. Tell me, how can I
support my family?”
“Can you sell her off to me?” the stationmaster asked. Guruji replied,
“Of course. I’ll sell her off to you and get away.”
“How much will you take?” the stationmaster enquired.
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“For a thousand rupees I will give her to you. She has no one,” Guruji said. The stationmaster said,
“I can give you five hundred rupees now. The balance I’ll give you later.”
He gave Guruji five hundred rupees. Guruji received the money and showed it to me and my mother. I burst
into tears for I thought he was in earnest. Guruji tried to comfort me. The stationmaster asked him why I was
crying. Guruji said,
“She is crying because she thinks I’ll go away leaving her with you.” The stationmaster urged Guruji,
“Leave her with me and disappear quickly.” Now Guruji told him,
“I am not her servant. I am a government pleader. She is my wife’s sister. Can you imagine what will happen if
I inform your superior officer about this or show him the money you have given to me? And your income must be
meager. How could you even dream of buying a beautiful woman like my sister-in-law? Anyway, I will not ruin
you. Take the money and go.”
The stationmaster fell at Guruji’s feet and begged forgiveness.
At last our train arrived. We went to Prayag. After spending about three days there we traveled to Mathura.
From Mathura we made a trip to Brindaban. Guruji had earlier written to someone. Although this gentleman
himself was away at the time, he had arranged for his servant to receive us at the station.
His house resembled a palace, standing in the middle of a huge compound full of flowering trees. There was no
other house in the neighborhood; only low hills surrounded the house. After we had been eight days in this house
someone told me that I should never go alone near the mahul tree in the courtyard at night. It was said to be
haunted. I did not believe him. But one night we heard loud knocks on the door. To reassure me Guruji said it was
the sound of horse hooves. I said,
“This place is deserted for miles around. Where would a horse come from?”
The same thing happened again the following night. I was so shaken I came down with a fever. Guruji became
anxious on my account and left the place the very next morning, taking us all to Mathura.
We spent five days at Mathura. During our pilgrimage Guruji gave me lessons for two hours every day.
From Mathura we set off for Benaras. On the way Guruji affectionately pointed out the birds which had
perched on the overhead cables. At Benaras I bought saris for Bhaskar babu’s wife and for my sister, and I bought
clothes for my father. I made a lot of purchases. Guruji bought me whatever I fancied.
We had reserved three first-class berths for Calcutta. Our servants traveled third-class. At one station on our
journey from Benaras to Calcutta four white sahibs got into our carriage and took their seats. Guruji grew afraid
because of me. He now started play-acting for the second time. He sang to himself, “People would say a young
woman accompanies an old hermit.” He took out a piece of chalk from his box and ground it. He mixed the
powder with water and prepared a paste. This paste he rubbed on my hair to make the sahibs think I was a whitehaired old woman. It is said that Ramachandra had adopted the same method to save Sita from lecherous eyes
during his exile in the forest.
The sahibs did us no harm. We reached Calcutta safely. There we stayed for two days at Bhaskar Mohapatra’s
residence. We gave him and his wife the gifts we had brought for them. Then we headed south. After touring
Dandakaranya, Panchabati, Tirupati, and Banpur we finally came to Puri. There we fed a few Brahmins, offered
worship to Lord Jagannath and returned to our village …
10.14 & 78.444 1. Only A Trifling Matter 2. Little Mother: Two Short Stories\fn{by Ismat Chughtai (1915-1991)}
Badayun, Badayun District, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 10
1
Leaning forward the lawyer asked the slender youth who was standing before him,
“So have you got my point? It’s only a small matter.”
Gopal Singh’s face was looking sallow as if it was thinly coated with turmeric. He was looking so young as if
he had just left his adolescence behind. His incipient beard was sprouting over his chin like tender mustard stalks.
Sweat was flowing from his temples and he kept wiping it with his palms. He raised his tired eyes. They seemed
to be weighed down under a burden of maunds.
The look in his eyes gave the lawyer a jolt. The young man’s red palms were shaking with rage. And those
eyes … as if bright stars were floating in tiny pots brimming with milk. God must have spent many sleepless
nights in creating those beautiful eyes!
“No, Vakilsaheb,” a sob as if on the point of expiring, escaped Gopal’s lips. His head bent lower still and
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swollen lids drooped over those brimming pots.
“Damn it, can’t you understand even such a small thing? You had illicit relations with Rakhi. At night both of
you …”
“No,” Gopal Singh swayed his head in dismay as if he was trying to extricate his neck from some invisible
noose.
“I’ll have none of it, Vakilsaheb. No, I won’t. Please don’t put those words in my mouth.”
“Sardarji,” the lawyer banged his fist on the table. “You are only wasting my time. If your son is determined
on dying no lawyer on earth can save his life.”
“Vakilsaheb,” the old father groaned, “he is my only son. You must save him from the gallows.”
“How am I responsible if you have only one son and he is hell bent on mounting the gallows?”
“If he is hanged …” the old man started sobbing.
“If he makes a statement before the court according to my instructions, he can still be saved from the
hangman’s noose. Doesn’t even such a small thing enter his head? Is his head filled with cow dung? All he has to
say is that he had illicit relations with Rakhi. Joginder had caught them red handed. There was murder in his heart.
He went after them with a chopper. In the scuffle the chopper hit Joginder himself and he died on the spot—”
“No, it’s not correct. It was I who was holding the chopper. I wanted to do Joginder in but—”
“Oh, the same old story again. The same one-legged cock! Sardarji, your son is a first class idiot.”
“Gopal, look at me, son,” the old sardarji said.
Unnerved, the young man bent down still lower. He knew his father’s eyes were like a quagmire. Once caught
in it he would sink deeper and deeper into it.
The lawyer held his head between his hands. He had never faced such a situation before, it had completely
stumped him. A rough, unsentimental, matter-of-fact man, he had saved many dacoits, murderers and
schizophrenics from the jaws of death. Sentiment had no place in his life. But the sight of the helpless old man
and his young son gave him a jolt. How handsome the son was and yet how unfortunate! A tender sandalwood
sapling that had freshly emerged from the wet, rain-washed earth.
“Gopal Singh, have you ever seen the gallows?”
“No, Vakilsaheb.”
“Don’t you know how horrible the hanged look? The eyes pop out of their sockets and hang over the cheeks.
The tongue hangs out of the mouth and the neck stretches out the length of a forearm.”
The lawyer wanted to paint a horrendous picture of the whole scene, so much so that he himself felt as if a
centipede was crawling over his back.
Gopal Singh’s lips trembled and he put his hand into his mouth to force back a cry.
“Do you know Rakhi from her childhood?” the lawyer came back to his subject.
“Yes, Vakilsaheb, they used to play together when they were so small,” the old man replied on behalf of his
son, measuring about one foot from the ground with his hand.
Gopal’s face became animated with childlike innocence, once again reminding the lawyer of God’s divine
handiwork. Angels must have stolen the innocence from umpteen faces to bestow it on Gopal.
“In other words it means that from your very childhood you were infatuated with each other,” the lawyer said.
“Children are like monkeys,” the old man said. “There is no question of infatuation. They come together one
moment and fall apart the next. You find them going about arm-in-arm hunting for ladybirds\fn{ Ladybugs; this is one
of the universal insects, found everywhere in the world in one species or another, spreading their good luck to men and the joy of their tiny
lives wherever they are found .} in the meadows and the next moment you find them pulling each other’s hair. As for

Rakhi, she was sharp and pungent like a green chilli. No one could carry on with her for more than two hours
except Gopal who could put up with her feminine vagaries and adore her. Born of parents much advanced in
years, he was patience personified. When Rakhi spurned him he would go away with a hang-dog look and seek
consolation in his mother’s lap. When she relented and called him he ran to her wagging his tail.”
*
As Rakhi grew up a little she would go into a huddle with other village girls of her age and talk sweet nothings.
Full of effrontery she had cut herself off from Gopal. “Young boys are generally a bad lot,” she would tell Gopal.
“They are full of guile.” The simple Gopal would dutifully agree with her. But a time soon came when Gopal felt
the stirring of youthful desire in his heart and Rakhi too responded to the feeling. Sometimes she fell out with
Gopal but soon after would start casting loving glances at him.
“Look Gopi, if you ever try to profess love for me you’ll be in trouble with me. I’ll have you slippered by
auntie and your turban will fall off your head!”
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“Get gone, you witch. Have I been bitten by a mad dog that I should fall in love with you?” Gopal would say,
peeved.
“You scoundrel, why won’t you fall in love with me? What’s wrong with me? Am I black, lame, one-eyed, that
you will not profess love to me? Speak out, you wretch!” She would start quarreling with him.
“Stop poking your dirty nose in my affairs,” Gopal would retort, feeling very important. “I’ll follow my own
whims. I’ll love you if I am in a mood for it and spurn you if I don’t want to love you.”
“Aha, stop bragging, will you? As if you are your own master. Go to hell!”
Angry with him, she would go about stiff-necked for days, her nose held in the air. Gopal’s world would turn
dark. He would roam around aimlessly, his face looking pale and drained. Then, as if by some mysterious
compulsion, Rakhi would suddenly relent
“Hai Gopi, how can I live without you? I’ll take arsenic and end my life.”
Gopal’s face would suddenly brighten up. His eyes would sparkle. This was a cue for Rakhi to make a
somersault. She would say in a stinging voice, “Who do you think I am? I warn you, don’t give me the glad eye. I
promise you I’ll smash them!” It was a wanton display of temper.
There’s storm always raging between man and woman. One drop of nectar and one drop of poison. Sometimes
it is love born out of hate and at other times it is hate born out of love. It is the pleasure pain principle.
“Oh, Gopi, when I’m bathing turn your face the other way. May your eyes turn blind if you look in my
direction!”
Feeling very virtuous, when Gopal not only turned his face away but walked and sat down behind some
bushes, he only incurred Rakhi’s displeasure.
And then hearing Rakhi’s shrieks he would jump into the water to save her from drowning. As he approached
her she would sting him like a wild thorn. She would scratch his face, abuse him viciously, clutch his hair and it
was with great difficulty that he would save himself from drowning.
“Why did you try to save me?” she would cry. “Who am I to you?” When he protested she abused him all the
more. It was only when he felt completely put out that she would relent
“You will burn in hellfire,” she would say. “I know the kind of fate that awaits you. You have seen me naked.
And look at your own clothes. They got drenched while you were trying to save me. So we are quits in a manner
of speaking.” She often came out with her strange logic. “Now stay away from me. Keep to the other side of the
tank, I warn you.”
The warning notwithstanding, who would care to keep to the other side of the tank? And then some distances
are fraught with danger. But if one drifts closer the fear of nakedness vanishes. Shabrati, who was standing far
away from them outside the tank, had seen them bathing and created quite a noise about it. He went and told
Rakhi’s father what he had seen at the tank.
Both families had a serious row over it, full of recriminations on both sides. Gopal tried to exonerate himself
by telling them that while bathing his hairpin had got entangled in Rakhi’s nose-ring. He was trying to disentangle
it when Shabrati raised a hue and cry and in panic her nostril almost got ripped off with the hairpin. The event
created quite a sensation in the village. Rakhi’s drunkard father beat her up savagely and pulling her by her hair
dragged her around the courtyard. Then he clapped her into a dark room and denied her food and water.
Gopal Singh felt so jittery that he came down with a fever which was diagnosed as typhoid and which made
Rakhi’s father relent. Otherwise he would have struck his head off his neck with a chopper, so angry he was.
For two months Gopal Singh put up a grim struggle against his fever. On the day that Rakhi’s marriage was
performed with Joginder the village vaid had declared that there was little hope of Gopal Singh surviving.
But luckily he recovered and slowly gained sufficient strength to take a few steps to go and bask in the sun.
People had almost forgotten the tank episode. It was not such a memorable or horrendous event that it should
preserve it in their memory.
*
“After recovering from your illness didn’t you go to console Rakhi on her having been forced to marry another
man?” the lawyer asked Gopal Singh.
It set Gopal Singh thinking. While convalescing from his illness he had been pining for food. The village vaid
had told him that for sometime he must subsist only on gruel—like dal and nothing else—whereas Gopal could
have guzzled up the entire world. At last when he had gained some strength he started going out to work. On the
way he would see Rakhi nicely groomed and decked out in finery going about with her friends. This would put
him in a dudgeon.
“Women are essentially petty-minded and mean,” he would say. The thought, however, would mollify him a
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little. Give a woman a few trinkets and she becomes your slave “Girdhar is my Gopal only he and no one else.”
How lustily she used to sing, “Oh, Gopi, how shall I live without you?”
And yet how robust the wretch looked now, what a good time she was having.
One day when she came to borrow a winnowing basket from his house she started talking to him in a bantering
tone. Tears came to Gopal’s eyes. Rakhi burst out laughing.
“Oh, God, do men ever cry? They only make women cry.”
“Joginder will certainly make you cry to your heart’s content,” he said.
“If he makes me cry, I’ll cry. If he makes me laugh I’ll laugh. He is my husband, that’s why.”
Appalled, Gopal felt like giving a whacking slap on Rakhi’s face, making her white pearly teeth fall like grains
of rice from her mouth. But it was not in his nature to beat a woman.
“Gopalji, have you got angry with me?” she said when she was about to leave. “No, don’t get angry,” she
clung to his feet. “If you are really annoyed it will be the end of me. You hold me by my hair and give me two
slaps. But don’t get angry, Gopi. You mean everything to me.”
Then she added in a heavy voice, “Marriage is something quite different, my good friend. We are destined to
be life companions, birth after birth. Who else are you if not my Girdhar Gopal? Look Gopi, if I’m ever in trouble
you are the one I’ll call for help. Won’t you come to my help?”
Gopal pushed her aside and lay down in his attic. He had given no word to Rakhi. Who was he to make
promises? Whatever came to pass was something ordained from the great beyond.
Whenever she came she sang praises of her husband. “Oh, how he loves me,” she would say coyly, blinking
her eyes as if fairies were dancing in them. GopaI’s nose would tingle and its tip would turn red.
“Gopal, I know you are jealous of my husband.”
“Yes, because he slippers you.”
“If he beats me he loves me too.” She would roll her eyes. “All husbands beat their wives. If you had married
me would you have spared me? No, you would have also beaten me.”
“No. I wouldn’t have beaten you.”
“Not even out of love?”
But Rakhi’s laughter was short-lived. Before a year passed Joginder started remaining away from home for
days together. He would return late at night dead drunk and beat Rakhi mercilessly, waking up the entire
neighborhood. When they reproved him the beating would cease and the house would become silent. But the
same story would be enacted after three or four days and in course of time it became a daily occurrence. At
midnight Rakhi’s shrieks would resound through the lanes.
By now the people of the mohalla had become inured against these cries but the cries seared Gopal’s ears like
hot iron rods. Eventually, Rakhi’s ornaments also started disappearing from her body one by one and Joginder
would be found missing from home week after week. In the meanwhile he too also changed many jobs.
Rakhi fell ill and then had a miscarriage, many feminine troubles coming in its wake. Now she didn’t go out
visiting friends with the same frequency. When a husband beats his wife or otherwise ill treats her, people
generally think the fault must be the wife’s. Rakhi’s shortcomings were grossly exaggerated and people blamed
her to her face for everything.
One day she was fetching water from the tank when she ran into Gopal. Her clothes were torn and soiled. Her
hair was dry and her face had turned sallow. Holding the buckets she walked, slapping her feet about clumsily.
Gopal’s blood boiled. He went and stood facing her.
“Gopi,” she said with disdain, “get out of my way.” She was breathing heavily but she did not put down the
buckets.
“Last night you were giving good evidence of your husband’s love,” Gopal jibed.
“How does it concern you?”
“Am I nobody to you, Rakhi?”
“No.”
“Am I not your Gopal, your Girdharr?”
“Let me go, Gopi.”
“Why are you hiding things from me?”
“What’s the use of telling you? You can do nothing about it.”
“I can twist that harami’s neck.”
“Hai, you want to see me widowed?”
“Yes, if it comes to that. I can’t stand your shrieks any longer.”
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“You can stuff your ears with cotton.”
“Instead I’ll push my kirpan down his throat.”
“Hai, Ram! I’ll stop crying. I’ll lock my lips.”
“Even then your cries will reach me.”
“So it means whether I call you or not, Gopal must come to my rescue?”
She sat down on a stone and started laughing. Then she suddenly turned grave.
“That unfortunate man feels so helpless at the callousness of his tart,” she said. “When in a temper she just
bolts her room from the inside. Then he feels so miserable not knowing whom to vent his wrath on.”
“If he beats you tonight I’ll just pack him off for good,” he said. He was parting from her in a huff when Rakhi
stopped him and touched his feel. Her strength seemed to have drained out of her.
“Gopi,” she said in a feeble voice.
Gopal’s heart sank. “What’s it now?” he said impatiently.
“I wish I could keep looking at you forever,” she said, her eyes fixed hungrily on his face.
“Let me go, Rakhi,” he said in a beseeching tone.
“Now you can’t run away from me, Gopi,” removing her hands from his feet she folded them against her
empty lap. “Our relationship is not confined to our hands and feet that it can be broken. You may go away but you
will still remain in my heart.”
*
Bending down Gopal Singh lolled his head as if he was trying to pull it out of a narrow hole.
“Munshiji, if you have finished removing the wax from your ears please let me have the file relating to Gopil’s
past hearing,” the lawyer said to his clerk.
He heaved a sigh.
“Sardarji, your boy is not making a clean breast of it but there is no doubt that this Rakhi was completely under
his sway.”
“No, Vakilsaheb, no,” Gopal had all along been vehemently denying this fact.
“Arre bhai, the number of husbands who drink and beat their wives is legend. But no husband loses his sleep
over it.”
“But her shrieks were driving me mad, Vakilsaheb. That’s why I had sworn to myself that I would finish off
Joginder. But he turned out to be a great coward.”
Gopal Singh held his head between his hands.
*
Her shrieks were tearing the night apart. Exhausted by the day’s work people could only sleep with discomfort
But one unfortunate man was still awake.
He rattled the door chain. The door was ajar, so he saw Joginder Singh chasing Rakhi around her cot. Without
a stitch on her, her skin which generally glowed had turned blue as if it had been stung by snakes. On seeing
Gopal, Joginder blinked his eyes.
“Who are you, bhai?” he asked in a friendly tone.
“Stop beating her,” Gopal said in a trembling tone.
“Why?” Joginder gave Gopal an annoyed look. “Who are you? Her lover? But who would care to love her? At
least not I. She smells of urine. What an offensive smell! Just smell her. I say smell her.”
“You are drunk, Joginder.”
“Kiss her. She stinks. Smells of the latrine. You are like a brother to me. You just kiss her. I say kiss her.”
“Stop talking rubbish.”
Gopal felt infuriated. He caught Joginder by the scruff of his neck and shook him violently but he could not
make him budge an inch from where he was standing. Standing there like a rock he leered at Gopal while the
latter kept buzzing around him like a fly. Then Joginder pushed Gopal out of the door like a fly out of the
ointment and closed the door upon him. And soon the shrieks began to rent the air.
*
Not many days had passed when there was an offer of marriage for Gopal from a neighboring village and he
went to see the girl with his father. There he heard Nirmal’s soft musical voice and not Rakhi’s raucous shrieks.
When he returned after the formal engagement people came to congratulate him. Rakhi was besides herself with
joy. It did Gopal’s heart good to see her happy.
“How did you like her?” she asked him when the guests had departed.
“I liked her all right”
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“I hope she is not fat.”
“No, just normal.”
“Tall or short?”
“She comes up to my chin.”
“And her hand and feet? Are they small and fair?”
“Not very fair. But they are certainly small.”
“Her waist? She must be having a narrow waist.”
“I don’t know. I’ve not measured it.”
“What a simpleton you are! The whole magic lies in a girl’s waist. Next time when you meet her measure her
whole body.”
“Did you measure your husband?”
“Why bring him in?” She was annoyed. “I’m talking about your girl. Did you kiss her?”
Gopal nodded and smiled.
“It must have been great fun. When my husband kissed me my entire being was concentrated on my lips.”
“Doesn’t he love you now?”
“Let it be. Why talk about love to an unfortunate woman like me?”
*
“Gopal Singh, Rakhi is willing to make a statement before the judge to the effect that she had illicit relations
with you,” the lawyer said.
“The mean woman!” Gopal flared up. “That haramzadi is telling a lie.”
*
The shrieks had become more horrendous than before. Piercing through the stillness of the night they would
fill the room like invisible witches and then turn into hiccups. Even in his sleep Gopal would feel terrified as if the
moment he opened his eyes the shrieks would wake him up and chase away his sleep. Sometimes he would keep
awake the whole night, waiting to hear the shrieks. And he would miss both—his sleep and those shrieks.
That night he carefully removed the chopper from the shelf and sharpened its blade by rubbing it against the
culvert stone.
It was past midnight and still no shrieks. Perhaps tonight Joginder’s tart of a wife was kind to him. Gopal
Singh felt sleepy. He returned home and went to sleep.
When the first shriek struck his ears he thought he was imagining things. Maybe he was hearing the echo of
shrieks of the bygone nights which had suddenly emerged from the limbo of time. But Rakhi’s shrieks kept
assailing Gopal’s brain ceaselessly like a saw. Oh, if only he could chop off his own head from his neck with the
chopper! It would be good riddance to those horrifying shrieks.
He only remembered Joginder holding Rakhi’s hair and tugging at them like a rag. Her body was bare except
for the welt marks covering it. Then he saw Joginger banging her head against the edge of her cot. Blood had
started flowing from her nose. Where there used to be her beautiful nose now there was nothing but a lump of
flesh. The jagged end of the bone of her right hand was showing out of her flesh. When she tried to rest her hand
on the ground for support her limp arm swung back and its broken bone grazed against the paved floor.
The paved floor was Gopal’s heaving chest. This last picture was lying encrusted in the pupils of his eyes.
Even after he had mounted the gallows his burning pyre would not be able to burn this image.
The ten fingers of his hands had become like ten hatchets. Joginder’s rhino-like strong neck had fallen and
rolled down under the cot like a rotten guava.
Gopal’s breath had stuck in his chest
*
“Yes, I had killed Joginder and I will kill him again and again.”
The lawyer’s eyelids fluttered and he lowered his head.
Twenty years of the old man’s life fluttered down like dry, brittle leaves. His chest heaved.
“Vakilsaheb,” he said in a voice full of confidence, “there’s no need to alter my son’s statement.”
2
“Now supposing this is a hut,” Genda\fn{Genda, it is revealed later on, is 13, and of the caste that washes clothes for others .}
and I imagined to ourselves as we crept under the bush. And we bent down and began to sweep the ground with
our hands. Soon we were sitting happily on the clean and well-swept floor of yellow earth. After a while we found
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ourselves busy at our favorite game of playing “bride.” Genda made a veil of her red and dirty head-cloth, pulled
it low down over her face, and sat huddled up like a bride. Gently I drew the veil aside and saw the bride’s face. A
deep flush came into Genda’s round and chubby face. Her eye-lids began to throb with a wistful merriment as she
tried to suppress her laughter … “Now … Genda, now it’s my turn,” I said with envy …
“Oho!” Brother said, peeping through the branches. “What’s going on here?”
Nervously Genda tore the veil away from her face and sat mortified. Our hearts began to thump loudly. If
anyone had caught us at playing the bride we would have been thrashed. We always played this wishful game
alone, concealed from the eyes of others.
“Well,” I said coquettishly, “we are just playing.”
Brother was in a good mood perhaps. He crept under the bush and sat near us. But he soon got tired.
“But why are you sitting here, you fools?” he said, pushing away a branch that was hurting his nose.
“And you, Genda,” he said, pinching her lovely cheeks: “Why are you here? I am going to tell Natha.”
Genda opened her big brown eyes wide and looked all around.
“Oh, no. Please don’t,” she said, and, collecting her small pajama, made as if to run away.
“No, Genda, don’t run away,” I said peremptorily, detaining her.
“But Grandfather will thrash me,” she said in a frightened voice.
“No he won’t. You have finished all the work.”
“All right, sit down,” Brother said gently, pulling Genda towards him.
“But you, Bibi, I will surely have you thrashed. You are dirtying your clothes by sitting on the ground.”
“Go away. Do you think I am afraid of you?” I said, though frightened, and began to brush my clothes.
“Genda, O Genda. Where are you?” Bahu’s voice thundered. Bahu was Natha, Brother’s wife.
Disentangling her arm from Brother’s grip, Genda rushed away.
The whole game was spoiled. I was piqued and began to quarrel with Brother.
“Oon, oon, get away from here,” I said almost crying.
“You she-devil!” he said hoarsely, grinding his teeth, and after slapping me loudly on the back he disappeared.
“Why should a widow care to dress and look beautiful?” Genda philosophized.
“Widow?” I said as I cleaned the brick that I was rubbing on a stone to make a red powder for putting in the
parting of my hair, with my shirt.
“Yes, four course, I am a widow.”
“I felt as if Genda had said it almost with pride.
“And me?” I asked her.
“You,” she said contemptuously. “You are a virgin. Hi, hi, hi.” She made fun of me.
My heart sank. Genda always looked down upon me, and I dared not become her equal. She was married last
summer. She was dressed in fine clothes. Bright silver ornaments became her own property. For days she went
about tinkling her ornaments coquettishly and I did not even come into the picture. I just looked at her enviously
and ran after her like a greedy cat. I would count her bangles, set her ankle bells right, or if her head-cloth,
decorated with a flake border, ever touched the ground I would pick it up lovingly. And everyone doted on her.
But mother is so hard on me that even if I make a veil of the eider-down and sit like a bride she begins to scold
me. “Why are you spoiling the bedclothes,” she chides me, as if the eiderdown would be torn to shreds if I use it
as a veil. And if I ask her to give me a head-cloth, she snubs me. “No. You will only drag it about in the mud.”
I admit I am younger than Genda, but I am not so young that I cannot become a bride. If you ask me I shall sit
for the rest of my life with a veil hanging low down over my face. I am a woman too, after all …
Genda’s husband died in the rainy season. For nights and days the whole house mourned and wept. Genda’s
bangles were broken and she too cried. “Poor Genda,” everyone said with pity, and consoled and caressed her. But
no one took notice of me. They told me I was just a child, I was of no account. How long will I remain a child?
That is what I should like to know. In actual truth, I have grown so tall that my blue pajama does not fit me any
more; and my pink shirt had to be given away because I had outgrown it. I had only one nice shirt, and even that
became too small for me. When it comes to nice things they tell me I am too old for them, but when it suits their
purpose they call me a child. I have not been able to understand whether I am grownup or not. It really worries
me. … But oh, it does not matter …
“When you are a widow you don’t put on jewels and nice clothes?” I asked Genda aimlessly.
“When one’s husband is dead for whom should one dress?” Genda assumed a tone of seriousness. “Red
powder in the parting of the hair, bangles on the arms, all these are meant only for one’s husband. Isn’t that so?”
She tried to pass off as something authentic what she had heard others say.
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“Look Genda, I have made so much powder,” I said collecting the brick dust into a heap.
Genda began to look at the small heap of red powder like a full-fledged widow. Soon we began to laugh.
“But don’t tell Bahu. All right, come.” She said this, bending forward. And both of us began to prepare our
toilet.
Like an expert hairdresser I made Genda’s tousled hair stick in place with water and put the red powder in the
parting.
“There,” I said, admiring my own work.
Genda flushed red and shyly hid her face behind her veil, and began to laugh happily.
“Now, now!” I scolded her. “The coiffure will be spoiled.”
“Now let me do your hair,” said Genda as she wetted my hair.
“And the beauty-mark?” I winked at her.
“Yes, of course,” she assured me.
In a few minutes we had finished our toilet and, adjusting our head-cloths, sat in a corner. As we looked at each
other’s faces we thought how comely we were, and began to blush.
Brother came along just then and a deep flush came into Genda’s face. Hurriedly we removed the beauty-spots
from our foreheads and began to giggle.
Brother pushed me aside and sat near Genda. She began to blush. Passionately grinding his teeth he pinched
her cheeks, while she muttered “Oon, oon,” and sat huddled up.
“And what is this?” he said contemptuously, kicking the heap of brick powder with is foot.
“It is toilet-powder. We have made it.” I said with pride.
He began to rake it with his finger playfully, and pressed Genda’s foot.
“Come, I shall put some in your hair.” And he took a little powder and put it in the parting of her hair.
“Oon,” she whined, and removed the powder.
“But, Brother, Genda is a widow. How can she put it in her hair?” I tried to show off my knowledge.
“She will have to, you she-devil!” he said to me impulsively; then caught hold of Genda’s hands and pushed
her back. She hid her face.
“Look here, Genda, I shall never talk to you again,” he threatened her. Immediately Genda uncovered her face.
“Genda,” Brother said drawing closer to her, “will you get married?”
“Go away,” she said, blushing.
I also tried to blush, just to imitate her. Genda and I used to talk of marriage for hours, and blush. Brother
could never have known all the things we had heard sister and grandmother talk as we lay concealed under the
bed.
“What do you mean by that?” Brother said, nudging her. “Tell me, will you get married?”
Suddenly all three of us were startled by the sound of Bahu’s anklet bells. She was coming to draw water from
the well.
“Genda!” she shouted, and the next moment she had come into our retreat. “You widow! You are sitting here as
if you have nothing to do. Go and heat the iron,” she growled.
Genda quietly went away, avoiding coming near her. But Bahu rushed after her and, catching her by the hair,
pulled her and tugged her.
“And how dare you dress your hair and put powder in the parting! Have you forgotten that you are a widow?”
she said, giving her a hard slap.
Genda ducked to avoid the blow and ran away. Brother and I were mortified.
I had always hated Bahu. Whenever she beat Genda I took revenge on her by spoiling something. For instance,
this time I put a handful of dust in her clean brass pot. And Brother thrashed Natha on the pretext that she had
spoiled two of his collars.
“Smell,” Genda said, bringing the collar of her torn shirt close to my nose.
I smelt.
“But, oh, it’s attar!\fn{Perfume.} Where did you get it?” I asked impatiently.
“Brother gave it to me.” And she began to laugh happily. I suppressed my feeling of envy and also laughed.
“Genda!” Brother called from the Veranda. “Take this coat and press it.” She smiled at me meaningfully, and
walked towards the house, swaying her little body to and fro like lightning flashing in the sky. But I walked
awkwardly, like a horse trotting. I … I felt sad and walked into the garden and, sitting on the edge of the water
tank, began to churn the water with a stick. The red brick powder which I had prepared in the morning was still
lying there. Brother had put it in Genda’s hair. But he had forgotten to put it in mine. No. He had ignored me
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deliberately, although I am his real sister. And Genda? She is no relation of his. I hated my brother and began to
churn the water more violently.
“Tut, tut. What are you doing, Bibi?” said Meva Ram from behind in a reprimanding tone.
I stared at Meva. He is no relation of mine either, I thought. When I looked at his hands I became sad. He
never washes them nor cleans the filth from them. He is always digging the earth.
“Meva,” I said softly. “Come here.” And I began to watch the water-drops fall from the stick one by one.
“What do you want?” he said indifferently, and, pushing his cap over his brow, began to scratch his head.
“Rub this toilet powder on my forehead,” I said in a commanding tone.
“Do you call this toilet powder?” And he began to laugh loudly, and turned to go.
“Listen, Meva, don’t go away,” I said, as a new thought struck me.
“What is it, Bibi?” he said, slightly turning back.
“Meva … will you get married?” I asked with a beating heart.
“Get married?” he said. “But I am already married.” He began to strike the handle of the hoe against a tree.
“When?” I asked in a disappointed voice.
“Oh, ages ago,” he said, dismissing the whole affair summarily.
“Then you are a widower,” I said decisively. He began to laugh.
“Oh, no,” he said. “Can’t you see my wife sitting there in the hut?”
“Were you really married to your wife?” I asked with wonder.
“Of course,” he said, and walked away.
So, that old woman, whom I had taken to be Meva Ram’s mother, was in reality his wife. What a funny world
this is, I said to myself, and began to churn the water with all my might. Suddenly I bent forward and sniffed at
the collar of my shirt, hoping to smell the scent of attar. But there was no scent there. I could only smell soup
which I had spilled on it in the morning. I was annoyed with myself.
Genda was going towards Brother’s room stealthily, carrying the laundry wrapped up in a towel. I became
curious, and going after her peeped through a chink in the door.
Genda was sitting on the floor sorting out the clothes. Brother stood in a corner scratching his head.
“You are counting them all wrong,” Brother said, and caught hold of her hands. She cast a wistful glance at
Brother, frowned, then began to giggle. When he pulled her towards him, she wantonly fell flat on the floor,
hugging it, and would not move. When Brother came forward she slapped him on the face.
I was so astonished that I almost fell back. Genda had the courage to slap Brother when the whole household
lived in fear of him! I thought he would strangle her in no time. But, grinding his teeth, he caught hold of her
hands and pulled her to his chest. I held my breath in suspense and fear. But … No … What did I see …”
Overcome with dread and wonder I began to run and stopped under the mango tree. My heart was beating
loudly; my ears were tingling my whole body was shaking; and my tongue was parched.
For a long time I sat there, frightened, unable to understand anything. I closed my eyes and concentrated, then
I opened them and thought. But I still could not understand. Why can I not understand so many things? In the hot
and silent noon, I struggled with my problems until I was exhausted. But I could not solve a single one of them. I
felt like crying as if I had been thrashed.
Genda walked down the steps of the veranda gaily. I knew that she could give me the answer to my problems,
she used to tell me so many things.
“What happened?” I asked impatiently.
“Nothing,” she said with sly coquetry. But soon we were sitting in the corner trying to understand my
“mysterious” things.
“But why, after all?” I thought, when I had heard all that she had to say. …
Genda went away to iron the clothes, and I sat puzzled as if I had lost my way. I tried to pick small green
mangoes to thread them into a garland. But my heart was not in it. I tried to complete the flower-bed I had started
yesterday; I visited my favorite bush in the garden; I tried to find out where the spotted hen had started laying
eggs. But I felt so tired of everything that I could not play at all. I just wanted to close my eyes and dream, dream
that I was a little bride, and lost in the world of my dream should never come back to reality … What else could I
do? My life by contrast with Genda’s was so sad.
I was awakened from my reverie by the sound of Meva’s footsteps. A sudden thought swept over me like a
wave. A dim ray of hope gleamed before my eyes. Concealing my face behind my hands I fell flat on the ground
hugging it.
“Tut, tut, tut, you are lying on the ground. Get up.”
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I felt as if someone was trying to raise me up and I would not move. Now someone was tickling me … but …
No … “Get up, or I will tell Brother that you are spoiling your clothes,” he threatened me, and remained standing
at a distance like a log.
With great indifference he was peeling the bark off a twig.
“Are you going to get up or should I really report you?” And he began to walk towards the house. I felt
thoroughly annoyed.
“Swine! Who are you to report me?” I screamed, and threw a stone at him.
“All right,” he said. Wait and see how you will be punished. You walk about in the sun all day and spoil your
clothes rolling in the sand. And if someone says anything … well, wait and see.” And he walked away, rubbing
the hurt on his knee.
“He is so sour,” I said to myself. “He never talks pleasantly. He is a—”
I was so thoroughly fed up that I pulled out all the jasmine grafts he had planted after hours of labor. “That’s
what he deserves,” I said, and tearfully walked back into the house.\fn{ The text has: walked in back to the house.}
There was no one to sympathize with me. Brother never took any notice of me; and Mother never fondled me.
The result was that I became very self-willed and peevish. I began to quarrel with everyone, and would roam
about aimlessly.
When elder sister came home she saw the condition I was in and decided to take me away with her. I was
grieved at the thought of parting from Genda, but the prospect of a journey made me forget everything.
*
Within two years,\fn{The text does not indicate a division in the story at this point, but it seems called for .} Genda, Brother,
Meva, the whole world of the past, became a dream. When I came back, things were completely changed. Brother
had been sent away to Delhi; and his room had been turned into a guest-room. Meva Ram had died of pneumonia.
But I almost fainted with delight when I learnt that Genda was a mother. When I expressed my joy, however, I
was severely reprimanded. I could not understand why. I overheard this conversation:
“She tried her best … but it was all useless …” I could not hear what else the maid-servant said.
“He was going to kill it,” said Mother. “I immediately packed him off to Delhi. These low-caste women always
try to hook gentle-folk …” And in spite of holding my breath and straining my ears, I could not understand
anything beyond this.
“Genda’s child!” I repeated to myself over and over again with wonder and delight as I lay in bed. “But this
child … after all …”
“It is lucky that your master did not come to hear of it,” I heard Mother’s voice again, “otherwise I don’t know
what would have happened. That is why I packed him away so hurriedly …”
Suddenly, it dawned upon me. So, that was it. I understood now. And the whole past drifted before my eyes
like a moving picture. But the thought of Genda’s child filled me with impatience and joy. I was dying to see it. I
began to see pictures of a tiny child, like the one I had seen in the train. A delicate child, but so lovely. There is
not one child in our house; and no guest brings one either. I felt I was in love with Genda’s child. In the dark I felt
soft little hands caressing my neck and chin. I lay still lest I frightened those soft fingers away from me if I
moved.
The whole night I dreamed of children. Hundreds and hundreds of them with strange faces. Some were like
Genda, some like me and others till like Brother. And some were like the dead Meva Ram, over so many of them.
They wriggled and threw their arms about. Children without hair; children with soft hair like down; with lovely
round heads. Little hands everywhere, like millions of particles of sand spread all over the universe.
I could not contain myself any longer, and went to see Genda’s child in the morning.
Genda sat inside her hut with her back to the door. She was startled by the sound of my footsteps and began to
stare at me nervously, crouching in a corner. When I went near I saw that a half-naked tiny human being was lying
in her lap gaping open-mouthed.
“Ooi, how tiny he is,” I said to her, sitting down near her.
Genda had become bony and thin. She looked very worried and turned her face away from me.
“How lovely your child is,” I said bursting with happiness and squatted on the floor. I wanted to take him in
my arms. But I don’t know why I felt like crying.
“Give him to me, Genda,” I said stretching my arms. But she sat dumb, wiping off her tears.
“Why are you crying?” I said, and felt a lump in my throat. “You are the mother of such a lovely child, why
should you cry? Give him to me.”
She sat there bent forward, drying her tears, and did not even touch the child. I tried to pick him up but could

597

not. He was soft and limp like a piece of flesh.
“Come, Genda, give him to me,” I said to her in my old persuasive tone.
She looked at me, searching for something in my eyes. It seemed as if she had found what she was looking for.
Gently she lifted the child and gave him to me. He was light and thin and soft like a wisp of cotton.
I sat on the mattress and Genda told me hundreds and thousands of strange things, and how she was thrashed
for two months. Fifteen-year-old Genda could not understand many things herself, and could not explain them to
me. We always stopped and “Why?” “How?” and “Oh!”
When my sister-in-law had given birth to an ugly, dark child who had died a few days afterwards, she had been
fed on hundreds of delicacies. But when Genda gave birth to a beautiful child she was thrashed and made to
starve. She tasted death before she had the child. And the child had only two shirts. He shivered with cold and
cried the whole night. But sister-in-law always cursed him and prayed for his death. Stealthily Genda had tied a
black thread round his toe to protect him from the evil eye. She frankly confessed that she loved the child more
than anything in the world. When she talked about Brother, her eyes began to gleam with their old customary
glow; and she went on talking of him for a long time.
“He doesn’t come to me even during the holidays,” she said sadly.
“He will come this year,” I said, counting the child’s fingers. “He went to a hill station last year.”
“You will write to him? Won’t you?” she said with sudden hopefulness.
“Yes, yes.” I nodded my head in consent.
“Will you write to him that the child sends his love, and that he remembers him very often?”
“Certainly,” I said, although the child could not utter a syllable.
“And write to him to bring a red undershirt like the one which Basanti’s child wears. And this …” she said,
gazing into the distance with desire and memory, “do come in the vacations this year.” She said this in a tone of
request and prayer. Then she began to laugh softly in a ringing voice.
She went on babbling and talking to me, and I played on with the child’s hair.
“See, Genda, he is nibbling at my finger,” I said, feeling a ticklish sensation. “He is hungry.”
Genda blushed.
“Do feed him or he will begin to cry.”
Genda lifted him from my lap with her thin and bony hands, and hugged him to her breast. Then she hid her
face behind her head-cloth and began to laugh.
I watched the lovely little lips of the child with great longing as he pulled at her breasts with deep breaths. And
the little mother sat holding him clumsily.
62.27 Must Visit Eluru\fn{by Chaaso aka Chaganti Somayajulu (1915-1994)} Srikakulam, Srikakulam District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (M) 3
In the small inter-class compartment of the train, my luggage tucked under my head, I lay snugly on my holdall spread on the upper berth. Around eleven—or was it twelve?—someone tugged at me insistently and woke me.
Yawning, I opened my eyes; there stood below a widow, quite fair. A stranger; a widow, past forty, who had kept
her hair, half-gray hair.
I composed myself and sat up. There was no one else in the compartment. I looked out; it appeared to be
Nidadavole station.
“Who are you, please?” I asked.
Her face quite split in two with her laughter.
“Get down first,” she said in a tone of singular familiarity. The light of the compartment lamp lit up her mouth
right up to the pomegranate bud of an uvula. Her rosy cheeks, swelling like apples, pushed up, almost closing her
eyes. Her soft full lips, like scarlet spring beetles, had grown slack, but beyond were pearl-like teeth, well
preserved.
“Who are you, please?” I repeated my question.
“Get down first, I say,” she said, with the same easy tone of close acquaintance.
I jumped down. The rear end of my dhoti came loose and it almost came undone. She laughed and held up the
plaited end of the dhoti, saving my honor. Taken aback, I snatched it from her hand, dressed myself right and
proper and took another look at her. She was clad in an ochre-colored Mysore silk dhoti used by widows for a
sari, with an appropriately broad black border sprinkled here and there with a thread of zari. Rather rotund, about
five foot tall. Merging with the ochre of her dhoti-sari, her plump arms gleamed brilliantly with a golden
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complexion.
“It has been a long time, looks like you have forgotten!” she said.
I was baffled. I could not think of such a lady-like widow, and one claiming such intimacy, among my
relatives. I stood staring at her.
“Your son has gone to eat his meal—why do you look shocked?” she said.
Who was this woman? Who was “my son?” My son was just three months old. My wife had gone to her
mother’s place to deliver that child and was still there. Who was this, this divine-looking devil? I grew rather
alarmed.
“You have not seen me after I suffered this fate. True, how: can you recognize me? The last time you saw me
was as much as nine years ago. I look so different now,” she said and started weeping.
“There must be a mistake. You have mistaken me for someone else,” I said.
“Am I mistaken? Didn’t you go to school in Vizianagram?”
“Yes, I did.”
“Your name is Purushottam, isn’t it?”
“Yes!”
“Now do you recognize me?”
I racked my brains. I couldn’t recall her. Meanwhile she was saying:
“Yes. Men have hearts of stone, no room for love and affection there. They won’t remember certain things. But
do women carry these things in their hearts? Good heavens, someone might enter the compartment, won’t you sit
with me and chat for a while before anyone comes, please!”
“What is your surname?”
“So! Things have come to such a pass! Now I need to recite my caste and gotra? By God’s grace we have met
after all these years and I am so happy. There has not been one day when I didn’t think of you. You have provided
me with a little sustenance, and that is more than enough! So, you cannot place me?” she said, and irrationally
started crying again.
What a predicament! Too shocked for words, I stood before her like a lifeless log. In between crying a little,
she resumed.
“I recognized you the moment I saw your face. Confirmed it when I read your name on the box: “T.
Purushottam, B.A.” and I rejoiced that you had passed B. A. Have you so completely forgotten me? All right then,
do you remember the auditor next door?”
With that my heart burst.
“Manikyamma garu! How changed you are!” I slapped my mouth and forehead, furiously bemoaning it all.
I was eighteen at that time. I was doing my Intermediate at the college. The auditor garu used to live in the
upstairs house next door to us. An old man of sixty. Manikyamma garu had married this widower and she was
about thirty or thirty-five years of age. Having borne no children, she looked shapely, slim and delicate like a
porcelain doll. Our two families grew very intimate. This widowhood, this rather obese body, the half-grayed hair
were all later developments.
One day I was returning from the college around two o’clock. Manikyamma garu hailed me and I went to their
house.
“Make yourself comfortable,” she said, laying down the folding chair. It was rather sultry, so I picked up the
palm-leaf fan.
“Let me fan you,” she said, snatching the fan from me.
“Of course not,” I said.
“Nothing wrong!” She began to fan me.
“I must have my coffee and rush back to the college,” I said, getting up.
“Can’t you have that coffee here!” she said. She went in and returned with a couple of rasgollas in a plate and
water in a silver tumblerfn{Coffee! Amazing, in a sea of tea:H}
“Got them from a hotel?” I asked.
“I made them myself!” she said.
I had never imagined that our womenfolk were capable of making such delicacies. She kept fanning me and
observed:
“It is time for you to start shaving.” Soft fine hair had just appeared on my chin. I had felt too shy to go to the
barber.
“You have grown up. We must find a bride of marriageable age for you,” she said.
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I was abashed. I concentrated on eating, quiet as a mongoose. The second rasgolla cloyed. She went in and
promptly brought a hot mango chutney for relish besides coffee. I finished and stood up.
“I am feeling bored. Give me company for a few more minutes, please,” she said. .
“But the college?”
“Skip it for the afternoon!”
“Oh, no, I have my optionals class now.”
“Be a good boy!” she said, leading me by the arm into their room.
“Have some betel leaves first,” she said.
Over the years we had grown so familiar with each other. Jokes and pranks were the normal thing between us.
But now, all alone with her, her teasing behavior confused me acutely. I put the betel leaves in my mouth and got
up to leave.
“Skip the college for today,” she said, tweaking my cheeks, And slipping her hands onto my shoulders, she
pulled me to herself and seated me on the bed. I grew suddenly hot all over. I could see her drift all along, but now
it hit me like a thunderbolt. I had of course come to feel the urge natural to my age, but I had never looked at
Manikyamma garu from that angle. I was then eighteen; and she, more likely thirty-six. I was filled with
apprehension, but did not at the same time leave the room. I sat feeling like a nuptial bride.
“Tomorrow, first thing shave. Your face should feel smooth like a flower, not rough like a bitter gourd,” she
said fondling my beard. She continued, “The first beard feels soft,” and then she lifted my face and opening her
eyes wide as saucers she looked deep into me, saying:
“Don’t tell anyone what I am doing—don’t think ill of me—we are close enough, that is why I am taking
liberties—don’t think otherwise,” she said shaking me hard. “I shall buy a bicycle for you—get a gold ring for
you,” she said saturating every inch of my face with kisses.
*
You cannot catch the home-thief or the bandicoot in the granary, they say. The auditor garu stayed on in the
town for five more months. That period I cherish as one long amatory epic in the prabandham tradition. Those
one hundred and fifty days were one hundred and fifty golden leaves in that epic, each moment of it filled with
heavenly nectar. In its tempo and flow, it far outshines the renowned art of the best of our prabandham poets,
Allasani. Though my life has been misery itself, like a drumstick tree infested with caterpillars, those five months
are like ambrosial honeycombs on the branches of that wretched, wasted tree.
Our separation can only be described as a tragedy. For the vacation I went to our village and when the college
reopened I returned to find that they had been transferred out and had left for some place. Not a word about them,
or their whereabouts since then. If I can describe my own pangs of love-sickness for her, it will be an epic of
romantic separation; some day, I must compose it, carefully.
When I passed my B.A. exam and made it in the Service Commission tests, I secured a government job and
married a girl of my choice. In the nuptial room when I glanced at my bride, her face lowered with acute shyness,
I remembered my own plight and problem with Manikyamma garu; I took my bride into my arms, kept thinking
of Manikyamma garu and suffered quietly.
Now, when after all these years she appeared before me—to think of it!—I could not even recognize her.
“How changed you are!” I said.
“It has been nine years. Everything has changed now. God’s will. And we have met again like this. Where are
you going?”
“Bezwada.”
“Why?
“I work there.”
“Good. You are close to us. Are you married?”
“I have two children. A daughter of one and a half years and a boy of three months.”
“Say that your wife has two children by you. You actually have three children in all.”
“Three children?”
“Yes, you have given me a handsome boy.”
It gave me the gooseflesh.
“Nine years old now. Absolutely your likeness. You will see when he returns. Somehow you have been my
savior. Your divine gift has helped me inherit my husband’s earnings and patrimony. Without it, my brothers-inlaw wouldn’t have thought twice before shaving my head as a widow and brushing me aside and doing me out of
the cash and property.”
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“Where are you settled now?”
“Eluru is my native place. I raised an upstairs building there. Your son is fortunate. We have ten thousand
kangoras.\fn{Silver rupees.} We get fifteen thousand coconuts and ninety puttis of paddy. Come home, you can see
for yourself.”
Having eaten puris and drunk coffee, the boy returned.
“Mother, won’t you at least eat some fruit?” he said, climbing into her lap.
Undoubtedly my son, exactly my likeness. Born to me when I was eighteen and to a woman eighteen years
older than me, born to me without my knowledge, not knowing me, not in a position to know me ever as his
father, this son of mine had been growing up in Eluru for the last nine years!
'Have you seen the boy?' she said.
Of course, I had. With all my life and being, I gazed my fill at him, I looked at my son and the paternal
affection quite whelmed me.
“Come here, dear boy: I beckoned to him.”
Without at all feeling bashful, readily and familiarly he came over to me. I took him in my arms and
experienced the classic joy of filial embrace. Manikyamma garu covered her mouth with her hem and wept
bitterly.
“In which class are you?” I asked him.
“Second form,” the boy said.
“Can you converse with him in English?” she said. “For the last three years, I have engaged a Christian tutor to
coach him.”
“I am below ten, is this right or wrong?” the boy asked.
I was in real trouble. The statement appeared to be correct; but I was also worried that there was some error in
it somewhere. What is the use of passing the great B. A. exam? Are our professors able to teach us well in
college?
“You tell me, dear boy,” I said.
“Absolutely wrong. You should say, ‘I am under ten.’ This much my tutor did not know,” he said, giggling
happily.
“Tomorrow I have to attend the office. I shall come on Sunday.”
“I shall come to the station!” the boy said.
“Of course, come!”
The boy yawned, became sleepy. I lowered the hold-all from the upper birth, spread it on the lower berth, put
the boy on it and sat by him, with my hand resting on him, reassuringly. Until we reached Kaikaram, we chatted
about this and that and I enjoyed it. By the next station, Pulla, the boy, had started snoring. Then the train reached
Dendulur, the last station before Eluru.
“We are almost there. You must come on Sunday,” she said, her eyes sparkling, her whole face glowing.
Before we knew it in just seven short minutes, we reached Eluru. I escorted them to the gate and handed them
over to the cart-man.
“See you,” she said.
“Are you coming on Sunday?” said the son.
“Must visit Eluru!”\fn{ A note reads: The last line of the story; the narrator is apparently speaking to himself, of future possibilities, perhaps.}
1916
69.44 The Venomous Teeth\fn{by Nalin Vilochan Sharma (1916-1961)} Patna, Patna District, Bihar State, India (M) 3
Mr. Sen’s new car is parked in the portico, black-colored, shining, streamlined, like a cuckoo in the nest ready
to fly any moment. Mr. Sen is proud of this car of the latest model, purchased for seven and a half thousand
rupees. It is black-colored but so shining as to mirror one’s face. Even one small stain on it is enough to put the
cleaner and the chauffeur in the soup. Mr. Sen has given them strict instructions that they should in no case allow
the kiddies to come near the car.
All his five daughters are extremely well mannered. They are full five in number, and all of them girls, but they
are the living images of manners and etiquettes. Mr. and Mrs. Sen might not have taught them what to do, but the
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lessons in don’ts they have been thoroughly given. They are not girls but puppets, and their parents are proud of
this fact. They never break any household article. They play and run and jump also but only in the evening, and
that too for the reason that they have been told it’s essential for their health. On their lips they are apt to draw such
a smile that many society ladies can, if they so like, learn much from them, but nobody has ever heard their joyful
peals of laughter. Visitors to the Sen family enviously tell their naughty children in an irritated tone:
“Look at yourself, always after some mischief, but Mrs. Sen’s daughters ever so sober and disciplined! Are
these flower pots meant for smashing? You devils! But for you everything would be safe in the house.”
So, as far as the girls of the Sen family are concerned, they pose no danger to the brightness of the car. But
Khokha is also there, the youngest and only male child of the Sens. He is the only hope of their gloomy old age.
This doesn’t mean that Mrs. Sen is prepared to consider herself old, and Mr. Sen doesn’t really appear old at
all. Whether they look old or not, the fact remains that Khokha was born at a time when they had given up all
hope of having a son. Thus Khokha was an exception to the rules of life, and it was quite natural for him to be an
exception to the rules of the house as well. So, if there was any danger to the car, it was from Khokha alone.
The fact of the matter was that when Seema, Rajani, Alo, Shefali, Arati, all five were born, there was one set of
rules and instructions for them in the house, but when Khokha was born, another set of rules and instructions was
adopted for him. In order to justify the double standard the Sens said that as Khokha was his father’s son, he was
destined to become an engineer. Since he had been showing signs to that effect, he was being trained accordingly.
However, the truth of the matter was that the Sens were obliged to change their principle to suit the behavior of
their spoilt son. Visitors to the Sens sit in the ostentatiously decorated drawing room, and for want of a suitable
topic for conversation they very often start discussing whose son will do what. Then Mr. Sen speaks out with an
air of originality and foresight that he will train his son in his own way; indeed he has already started it. The
present system of education is useless, hence he wishes to make him an engineer or a businessman like himself.
“Just see,” Mr. Sen would add, “Khokha is going to be five, and I’m advised to send him to some kindergarten.
But at the moment I have arranged for a carpenter to come from the workshop to do some initial hammer-work
with him. This will help the boy in acquiring a first hand knowledge of tools. This is what Indians don’t
understand.”
One day an incident took place when Mr. Sen was talking with some of his friends in the drawing room.
Among his friends present was a journalist, who was a man of moderate means and also distantly related to the
Sens. He had come along with his son, who was of course younger than Master Sen, but looked very intelligent
and promising. Impressed with some intelligent action of the boy, a gentleman praised him, and asked his father
whether the boy was attending school. Before the journalist could reply, Mr. Sen said:
“I’m going to make my son an engineer.”
And he began to expatiate on the subject on which he used to dwell again and again with untiring zeal. The
journalist kept on smiling without uttering a word, and when he was asked what he would like his son to be, he
said straightway:
“I would like him to be a gentleman first, and so far as his career is concerned, it is for him to decide, and I
will give him full liberty to do so.”
Mr. Sen felt snubbed by the sarcasm implied in his reply.
Just then Mr. Sen got up hearing a hue and cry coming from without. His friends also wanted to take their
leave and came out with him. In the portico they saw Mr. Sen’s chauffeur was quarrelling with a woman. By the
side of the woman stood a five- or six-year-old boy. The boy was trying to rush at the chauffeur again and again
but was kept in check by the woman.
The woman got scared when she saw Mr. Sen. The chauffeur, coming over to Mr. Sen, said very respectfully,
“Excuse me, Sir, Madan was touching the car. The car could have lost its luster. When I told him not to do so,
he said, ‘you go and mind your business.’ Then I gave him a push to keep him off the car on which he rushed to
beat me. Now his mother is quarreling with me unnecessarily.”
Madan’s mother wanted to interrupt, but when she saw the compressed lips of Mr. Sen, she kept quiet. Mr. Sen
said in a very restrained but firm tone:
“Madan’s mother, take your son away, and he had better keep out of such mischief in future.”
Madan’s mother went back wiping away the blood oozing from the left knee of the boy—he had fallen to the
ground when pushed by the driver. But it was not at all unusual for Mr. Sen’s chauffeur to push the son of an
ordinary clerk, even if the latter got hurt.
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Precisely at this moment, Mr. Sen, on hearing the sound of knocking coming from behind the car, rushed back,
followed by the driver. The visitors proceeding towards their cars saw the red glass of the rear light of Mr. Sen’s
car completely smashed and Mr. Sen scolding his son with a smirk on his face. To his friends, Mr. Sen said:
“Kashu, my little son is so very naughty! He is always after the car and I can just tell you how much interest he
takes in its machinery. Perhaps he wanted to see what was there inside the glass.”
Leaving Khokha behind, Mr. Sen moved with his friends towards their cars. He didn’t see his friends’ facial
expressions, but even if he had, it was doubtful whether he would have made out anything. Mr. Singh went near
his car, bade good-bye to Mr. Sen, and moved on to open the door, but just then his eye fell on the front wheel tyre
of his car. He was perplexed to find it completely deflated. Perhaps it was punctured. Mr. Sen also came up, and
said with some hesitation:
“Most probably Kashu has done it. Chauffeur, just have a look at other wheels also and get a pump to inflate
the tyre; and bring some chairs out on the lawn. We’ll sit there till the tyre is filled with air.”
The chauffeur went round the car and informed that the rear wheels too were deflated.
“This seems to be an exercise indulged in by Kashu Baboo. He was playing around,” said he and went for the
pump.
The car of Mr. Mukherjee was intact, so he drove away with the family of the journalist. Seated in garden
chairs Sen Saheb and Mr. Singh talked away at random. In course of. their idle talk Mr. Sen disclosed that Kashu
had lately learnt this art to let out air of wheels, and he seldom failed to play that mischief if he got a chance. He
was of the opinion that this sort of mischief clearly reflected the fact that Kashu was interested in engineering.
Thus they went on talking till the wheels were put in order and Mr. Singh left for home.
Mr. Sen went inside and asked the bearer to call Madan’s father Girdharlal, who was a clerk in his factory and
lived in an outhouse in one corner of Mr. Sen’s compound. Girdharlal came, and stood with his head bowed, like a
prisoner charged with murder produced before a judge. Sen Saheb harangued in a cold, brusque voice:
“Look Girdhar, Madan has become very insolent nowadays. I’m telling you this for your good as well as his.
Well, it was not a serious matter if he put a stain on the car. But when he pounced upon the driver despite the fact
that he was asked not to do so and even in my presence, instead of getting scared, he continued to rush at him,
well, this is something very serious. Such boys, you know, turn ruffians, thieves and robbers later on.”
Girdharlal kept saying only “Yes” in between Mr. Sen’s speech. Mr. Sen continued:
“What happens to them finally, you know well. So, try to take good care of him. I won’t put up with such
things in future. You may go now.”
*
That night loud shrieks coming from Girdharlal’s quarters echoed through the cozy bedroom of the Sens. Mr.
Sen felt disturbed and much inconvenienced. Mr. Sen couldn’t but confide an enormously prudent thought to his
wife in an irritated tone:
“Left to himself Girdhar is an intelligent fellow. It is his wife who has spoilt the boy. Let me tell you that this is
the only remedy for Madan. I felt like skinning him alive myself only this afternoon. He will come to his senses
only if Girdhar continues to deal with him strictly. Spare the rod and spoil the child.”
Mrs. Sen had lost her sleep. Her husband’s senseless prattling irritated her more than Madan’s helpless
screams. But she too brought down her grouch on Madan:
“Idiot, crying like a crow! A born beggar come to vie with our Khokha!”
Madan’s shrieks had stopped. Thank heaven, his sobs couldn’t assail the walls of their bedroom.
The next day, however, things took a turn for the worse. In the evening Khokha, in course of playing, slunk off
by chance to the adjoining street. Madan, along with some vagrant urchins of the neighborhood, was spinning a
top there. Khokha was greatly fascinated by it, and wanted to take part in the play. The swan longed to join the
company of crows. As usual, by force of habit, he said to Madan in an overbearing manner:
“Let me have the top. I’ll also play.”
Other boys didn’t have much objection. They couldn’t ignore the advantages of accommodating Khokha in
their company. But how could their insulted and afflicted leader Madan acknowledge it? He shot back:
“Get away, you coward! Huh, come to play with the top! Have you got a top? Go and sit in your father’s car.”
Kashu got his dander up. Even at this tender age, he was in the habit of slapping his servants and sisters, and
none could dare speak a word. Without caring for the consequences, he dealt Madan a hard blow.
Madan—a thief-robber-ruffian in the making—was not prepared to take it lying down. At once he pounced
upon Kashu. The other boys stood aside, and began to enjoy the duel. It was a fight between bone and flesh,
between a pup from a bungalow and a street dog. Had the fight started inside his compound, Kashu would have
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turned into a lion. But here he soon took to his heels, weeping. In a struggle between the rich and the poor, the
rich always triumph but only under the condition that the latter lend support to the former against one from their
own class. But the children didn’t have that much of prudence. They helped neither their indomitable leader, nor
the darling son of the master of their parent. They, of course, dispersed in panic soon after the duel was over.
Madan didn’t return home. But where else could he go? He roamed about here and there till eight-nine o’clock
in the night. Then he felt hungry, and entered the house through the rear door stealthily. To get a thrashing was
quite a normal thing for him. But that day he feared he would be thrashed more severely than ever.
But there was no way out. He went into the kitchen. His mother was not there. However, he could hear people
talking in the adjacent bedroom. Having taken his meal to the fullest satisfaction quietly and unhurriedly, he went
to the door to listen to the conversation going on inside the room. Much to his surprise his father was not at all
fretting and fuming. Madan couldn’t hear what his mother had asked but his father replied in an irritated voice:
“I told you, the master has simply informed me that my services are not required any longer, and I should
vacate the house by tomorrow and take my salary from the office.”
So they were not talking about him. He could have tried to listen if some punishment for him had been under
consideration. He tiptoed to a charpoy lying in the verandah to have his sleep, but in darkness his feet dashed
against a metal utensil. On hearing a sudden ringing sound, Girdhar came out of the room, followed by Madan’s
mother. Madan was startled, but at once he moved back and stood upright with his hands over his chest in order to
receive blows from his father. He was thrashed by his father very often; on being severely thrashed, he used to
weep also but with a brave face.
Girdhar moved towards Madan with a ruthlessness he couldn’t help. The latter clenched his teeth. When
Girdhar came very close to Madan, he suddenly stopped, and the sign of anger on his face disappeared at once. He
lifted up Madan, who was simply looking at his father in great amazement. He couldn’t remember when his father
had ever loved him so much before. In the same carefree, happy, and proud mood as only a man dismissed from
service can have, Girdhar spoke:
“Well done, my son! Here is your poor father, and there you are, my boy, who has smashed two teeth of
Khokha in one stroke! Ha-Ha-Ha!”
62.30 Won’t You Write A Story About Me?\fn{by Buchchibabu aka Bivaraju Venkata Subiba Rao (1916-1967)} Eluru,
West Godavarii District, Andhra Pradesh State, India (M) 7
“Won’t you write a story about me?” asked Kumudam.
This question surprised me a little. Because with a slight variation she had asked me the same question eight
years earlier. I remember very well. Kumudam’s father had rented my maternal uncle’s house. Off and on my aunt
used to send me to collect the rental. That evening, trundling a metal hoop with a stick on which stood out a nail
that had been knocked into it, Kumudam dashed around the backyard. I was twelve then. That this girl was two
years younger than me, her mother had told me. Forgetting all about the rental, I would sit chatting with
Kumudam. She would pester me to climb the guava tree and pick a fruit for her. Her complexion was that of a
guava not yet wholly ripe.
I would tell her all kinds of stories I had invented. The characters in these stories were our neighborhood boys
and girls. Though she listened to my idle talk looking innocently into my face, wrongly perceiving a fleeting
shadow of envy somewhere in her eyes I would feel self-important. Hyperbolical invention is perhaps the
storyteller’s congenital attribute. Leaving behind things of reality, purveying invented tales as real is perhaps a
characteristic of imaginative creation. As if believing every word of all I said, Kumudam would mischievously
heave a sigh of relief. As for myself, taking these characters and episodes for real, I would fall into an affected
silence. In that silence was heard Kumudam’s voice:
“Won’t you tell a story about me?” she said.
If she had not asked me that question, I would have probably told her story to someone else, I really don’t
know. I believe I have not told her story to anyone. Because she is a real person—not a creature of the
imagination. That she asked me now the same question surprised me. How in the first instance she had come to
know that I wrote stories I could not understand. My stories, except for one or two, remained unpublished; I had
not mentioned them to anyone. I was afraid that this society would not recognize me, steeped as I was in a twentyyear-old’s ignorance of youth, as a select author. That only an old man can be a wise man is the crazy belief of
Indians. Elders, ancients, or matters of antiquity, our people respect so much. There is little room in our society
for rational doubt, whether something is good or bad. All that counts is whether the man propounding it is alive or
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dead.
In a land where those who are capable engage in money-making and those who are not merge with God, I used
to believe in those days that a story-teller was of little account. On the strength of the stories I had written, and
burnt, in any other country they would have raised me to the skies. That society would not recognize me,
however, was not the only fear that kept me from writing stories. I used to feel inside me that my method of
writing had not become mature. I knew that there had been until then no personalities who ignited my creative
forces, made me ecstatic and swayed my life; nor were there individuals who could read my writings and plumb
their depths, thereby, even temporarily, fulfilling their lives. Observing the world, experiencing the good and the
bad, the curious behavior of people, understanding it, allying the psychological knowledge secured thereby with
my philosophic vision and penning a great book in my old age and then dying—this was my ideal. Either of the
two is bound to happen. I may not write that great epic; but then the confidence that death alone is inevitable
inspired fresh zeal in me.
In those days it was for the first time I heard from a woman’s mouth the question:
“Won’t you write a story about me?”
Kumudam was the first woman I knew who recognized her own individual identity and wanted to
communicate its glory to others. She was a living creature; with a unique identity. If she were removed, a sacred
void would be left behind. The other women I had seen, their lives all began with their marriage. Extend the
husband, you have a woman; extended further, husband changes to children. On his death the corporeal part of her
life is over. Our women are so many doors that have opened with an invitation to nature. There are no doors that
don’t open. If a door does fail some day to open, then talk about it and set about repairing it. Whether we should
eliminate the doors that do not open even after repair or utilize them for other purposes is a dilemma that
reformers should resolve. A fictionist can only tell you what has gone wrong. Contenting himself, if possible, with
whatever remains, he can share that satisfaction with others. But he has nothing to do with setting things right.
“What have you got that I should write a story about you?” I said.
Though I felt sorry for having said that, the question honestly expresses my credo and ideals. There was not
one special trait in her capable of providing a theme. She was quite ordinary in her looks; a slim figure; her
complexion the color of the thick overcast cloud preceding summer rains; limbs that had not developed fully;
plaited hair that looked as though combed by somebody else; twinkling eyes, stirring restlessly under weak
eyelids as though things they saw did not have anything to do with her, like a rabbit that has disappeared in the
snow; blue veins in the throat clear enough to measure; a bosom, perceptible as a shadow; a slender waist lacking
the strength to hold up the upper part of her body: Kumudam was an ordinary woman. I had heard no one—not
even her own mother—praising her as beautiful. Probably that is why I could not see in her anything special!
'What should I have?'
“A uniqueness, at least one attribute which no one else possesses.”
She looked at the ring on her finger, fiddled with it. Her fingers stirred as though cast and honed. Whichever
limb moved, it impressed one as though all the power in her body was concentrated there. While looking at
something she focused intensely as though her entire being had rushed there. If she blushed, it would appear as
though blood peeped out of her cheeks. But then, does describing Kumudam alone constitute a story?
“Why did you not invite me to your wedding?” I asked. “My mother said that she had sent you an invitation. If
you had come, you would have observed everyone and written a story,” said Kumudam displaying a smile that
had slipped down from her eyes to her lips.
“I am not saying it for fun. What is there to write about ordinary people? If everyone is alike we don’t talk
about any one of them. But then if one of them does the opposite of what everyone else has done then we talk
about him. We can write about such individuals,” I said.
“That means only those who do the opposite of what all the others do are human beings.”
“I won’t say that. I will only say they are people worth talking about.”
Born somewhere, sometime, marrying someone assigned by somebody giving birth to children not knowing
who and somewhere, sometime, dying. This the multitude of people do. What is there to tell a story about?
Without individuality, these lives attain peace; but it is the placidity experienced by the worm in a muck pit. He
who, defying society, rebelling against traditions, achieves new values incomprehensible to others, he alone has
fulfilled his life. Wasted lives, getting caught in the web woven by society in the name of decorum, rot. He who
revolts against established ideals will attempt to turn society in his direction. Therefore the progress of society
depends on such people. There was not a sign of this revolt in Kumudam.
She was not educated. Had not learned music. I had not heard her claim that she could even croon. Hers was
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not a marriage she had entered into after falling in love as an adult; she was not a woman of affluence, nor on the
other hand was she a very poor woman, so that one would show sympathy; not a pretty woman to write verses
about, nor ugly so that one could describe her ugliness in the style of the moderns. You can write about good
people, you can write about evil people; but to write about ordinary people is so difficult. Anyway, what is there
to write about?”
Some become famous because of the deeds of their parents. Kumudam does not belong to that category. Her
father had passed away. Her mother lived in some place, maintained by her son. Their family had no antecedents.
“What is your husband?”
“Studying his L.T.”
“Going to be a schoolmaster, that means—when there is no other job to get, that is the last refuge. Is he a good
fellow?”
She laughed.
“What do I know what is good? You should know. You are the one who writes stories.”
“Os! Mocking me, are you? That is not what I mean, Kumudam. What is the point in going to live with your
husband and raising a family? Some great deed you must achieve. Must push society forward. As it is, Mother
India is unable to bear the burden of rearing these children.”
“I have no children yet. Then every woman must, without marrying, go picketing wedding pandals, you
mean?”
“I am not against marriage. Marriage is the central episode in a woman’s life. What is it you have achieved in
it? Love? Happiness? Spirituality? Devotion to one’s own country? Nothing.”
“If every married woman deserts her husband, you will write stories, you mean. Is that what you say?”
When she pinned me down so crudely I was piqued.
“Abandoning is not enough—must achieve some great value.”
“Meaning?”
“I believe a marriage without love has no value.”
“What do you know? You are not married.”
“Only when that value is achieved, marriage becomes meaningful.”
“That means, you would say that to achieve love every woman should abandon her husband and carry on with
someone else?”
At her interpretation, I laughed.
“If such a sacrifice can be made for this, I shall appreciate it,” I said.
Kumudam did not speak. I don’t know how much these views agitated her. Whether it is opinions which bring
pressure on feminine nature or natural passion, I cannot say. If this is known, it is as good as understanding
woman’s heart.
“But … but …” Groping for words, she hesitated.
“What is your doubt?”
“Nothing I feel like saying something. Only I don’t know how to say it. I am not educated. Just wait let me
think …”
I kept sitting there looking at her eyes. Viewed calmly, there was a peculiar attraction in her face. The curves in
her body, the highs and hollows, blossomed at the touch of sunlight. Those eyes were of little use to her, it
appeared; I don’t know if humans have a soul, she certainly did not appear to have one. Forgetfully leaving her
soul behind in another world, her body wandered as if she had been summoned here against her wishes. Eyes
which, closing in this world, opened in another world.
“But … but … the sun and the moon, I see always. But every time, for some reason, they appear new to me. I
drink water every day, but every time it appears so new … stars …”
I said I would leave, and rose.
“Stars … hmm … all right.”
What story can I write about her?
*
It was four years since we had last met. This time I did not go to the town of Kumudam garu for collecting the
rental. I went there on some other business. It was past two in the afternoon. The peak-summer sun drove me to a
shade. My uncle’s house adjoining the post office I usually entered by the rear door. That day too I went that way,
by habit.
Kumudam was sitting in the manduva,\fn{A covered verandah.} slicing a pineapple and dropping the slices in a
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silver plate. She was in an orange-coloured sari, as she rose on sighting me, her pamita, the loose end of her sari,
slipped.
She gave me an understanding smile, turned back, went inside and arranged a chair and gestured to me to sit.
What I had just seen, I must admit, gave me a new sense of familiarity with her. A man’s face is not the only index
of his morality, his personality. Perhaps certain unexpected scenes reveal psychological truths that cannot be
understood after even a lifetime’s study.
As soon as I sat, the old chair cracked under me. I got up and pulled myself together. Kumudam, holding the
pamita between her teeth, was suppressing her laughter.
“Have you noticed how, instead of bearing you up like all the other chairs, it broke and took a new path? Won’t
you write its story?” she said.
I laughed. I sat on the mat and leaned against a pillar.
“Do you realize it is nearly four years since we last met? All those things I have forgotten. How do you
remember still?” I asked quizzically.
“Don’t know—you analyze life, I only experience it … don’t know,” she said.
It was my belief that she did not know what experiencing life means. Time had not been able to bring about
any change in her. More than what I had seen the last time, she was now able to show liveliness and youthful
intensity. Her attraction consisted of her perpetual youth, it seemed. Instead of letting youth proclaim its power all
at once it was being made to glow intermittently. I am only hesitating that certain similes are incongruous with
our tradition, otherwise her figure could be compared to the grace of a filly’s movement. In the fawn’s leap there
is srungaram, amatory essence, but no power. A puppy’s prancing has impishness; but no strength. A kid’s leap
has speed, but no delicacy. All these you find in the dance of a filly when she is peeved.
“Are you and your husband both keeping well?” I said, for want of saying anything else.
“Because of your good wishes,” she responded with the conventional formula.
“I still want to know a lot more about you.”
“What is there to know about me? Ours are ordinary lives,” she said faintly.
“Are you already tired of life?” I said.
“These questions have not bothered me yet. Tell me about yourself. What are you now? Where are you now?
How are you now?”
There is no greater affront than asking an educated youth in our country what he is doing. Poor fellows, all
those who ask us of course have our welfare in their hearts. But then, in answering that question what agony a
young man undergoes the elders don’t know. I felt ashamed to own that I was unemployed and so said:
“Nothing—I have started writing stories.”
“About me?”
I laughed to myself. Stumbling, falling, picking herself up again, and again a little girl came up and without
any rhyme or reason started crying. I was surprised.
“Our little girl. In two months she will be three,” Kumudam said with a little pride.
“You never told me. I don’t know about this at all,” I could not contain my surprise.
“What is so extraordinary in this that we should let you know? Isn’t this something that happens to everyone!
Need I specially tell you this?” she said. That she had not until then even thought of telling me about her child
caused greater surprise.
“She too will give birth to a baby—somewhere, sometime, when she marries someone, and to her another
baby, sometime, somewhere. It goes on that way. What’s so special that you should feel surprised?”
I could not see any signs of motherhood in Kumudam. The pride that mothers feel in their children she did not
have. In fact it did not even occur to her to mention the topic. Looking at her taut body, I began to doubt if she had
borne this child. Children, husband, family—these didn’t seem to have touched and partaken of her.
“Does she resemble you or her father?”
“I don’t know, you should know.”
“How will I know? I have not seen her father, have I?”
“He is at the street-side of the house. Why don’t you go and see him?”
I could of course hear the struggle he was going through on the pyol with his pupils. I could see him on my
way out, I thought. Kumudam took the baby in. She brought pineapple slices on a leaf and drinking water for me.
“Poor fellow, you have come in the hot sun. Your face is scorched.”
“Really?”
“We are growing old, aren’t we?”
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“I don’t know about me. As for you, you are growing younger,” I said.
“A lie. Unnatural.”
Neither of us said anything for a while. I don’t know why, sometimes while talking to her my mind became
vacant. Smoking a cigarette, and playing cards, if you suddenly have a leopard entering the room, your mind will
stop functioning—that’s just what happened during conversation with her.
“The population is growing too much in this land. If this goes on for another ten years, we won’t have enough
food, to eat, say statisticians, do you know?” I said.
“That I don’t know. We cannot help playing the slave to nature. I cannot tolerate enslavement, but I believe
that it is inescapable. It is not as though I cannot rebel. But I don’t like the idea. I submit to life, and accept this
world.”
“That is the mistake. Acceptance is the indifference of a life without idealism, a wasted life.”
“Possibly. If that I am such an insignificant creature in nature has struck a fellow creature like you, how can I
rebel, tell me?”
I rose to leave.
“Shall I bring the rental?” she said.
“I haven’t come for that. You can send it by money order.” Sinful cash I did not want her hands to touch.
Forgetting even to call on her husband, I walked out. I thought Kumudam might call me back. But she didn’t. I
heard the rear door being bolted behind me.
What kind of story can I write about Kumudam?
*
Six years passed. The Second World War had started. By then my education as well as attempts to find
employment had ended—not one attempt had fructified. All the money my uncle had spent on me had gone waste.
Added to this, as he and my aunt toured the entire country visiting the various pilgrimage centers, his provident
fund dwindled away. Many were the stories I wrote about unemployment; the problem was not solved; in English
I wrote essays suggesting some methods of solving the problem; no one appeared to notice them. At times I felt
like joining the political movement and going to jail; then I wouldn’t have to look for a meal, while I earned a
name and fame. What is more, in jail I should have better opportunities of writing that great work. But then how
to enter politics?
“No worry, lad, the war is here. By God’s grace you will find some job,” my uncle would console me.
“A job I like has fallen vacant, uncle. For the application and interview if I have fifty rupees I may get it,” I
said.
Uncle immediately thought of an idea.
“I say, go to Kumudam garu, ask them if they can give two months rental in advance,” he said and put me on
the job.
As when the sun enters the western room we got around closing the door immediately and drawing the window
curtains, so were the clouds briskly going around. In the back yard of Kumudam garu’s house there were so many
new plants and trees I had not seen before. The coconut palms, sticking right into the sky, were swinging their
crowns as if they were in agreement with the clouds. The guava tree sat crouched as though old age had overtaken
it. In that tableau of humble nature no one appeared to notice my arrival. There was a swing fixed to the branches
of a tree. From the direction of the paved skirt of the well, a baby boy came crawling. I said a few words to him.
Not understanding anything, he started crying, pointlessly, like a philosopher who had failed to understand the
secret of life. In the cluster of the trees moved Kumudam as a star among the clouds. Like a baby gleam separated
from the cast of the stars, another little girl ran about. Throwing aside the crowbar in her hands, holding the
pamita between her teeth and pulling it up, Kumudam dropped before me a plant she was carrying in her hand.
“Have you noticed, how this attractive bug is nibbling away at this leaf? This bug is pretty, so is the plant of
course. Beauty cannot suffer beauty, don’t you agree?”
I did not utter a word.
“When did you come? Why haven’t you called out my name? Or have you forgotten even my name?”
“No, no—looking at this garden I am surprised.”
“What is there to feel surprised? Drop the seed and water it, the plant sprouts. All these are ordinary plants,”
she said and laughed naughtily. “Have you seen my daughter? Grown up now. The time is coming when you will
have to look for a bridegroom for her. This fellow is my second child. Cannot suffer nature. Destroys everything.
This boy is number three—this fellow, like me, has nothing to do with this world. Paapa, fetch the bucket.”
The daughter fetched the bucket. I recalled the scene of Kumudam as a little girl eating a guava.
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“Please draw a little water. I shall wash my hands,” she said.
I drew water from the well. Half the water in the bucket spilled back into the well.
“How can you not know how to draw water? If your wife has a period you will have to draw water yourself.”
“I am not married yet.”
“She looked incredulous and kept quiet.”
“I don’t have a job. So why marry?” I said as though to myself.
Kumudam did not pay attention to my words. She pulled her sari over her feet. Her figure had been given
completeness by maternity. Age had given her face an otherworldliness, but not decrepitude. The peculiar
fragrance of soil mixed with water enveloped me. She wiped her face with her pamita. The soaked sari clung to
her bosom, as a man scaling a mountain peak grabs a hold. The last rays of the sun lit up suddenly the shadow of
the valley and vanished. Anyone wishing to enjoy the beauty of twilight must do it in the company of Kumudam.
That day in the twilight I could see a special glory I had not seen ever.
“Come, sit on the swing—the chair that broke last time, we have not repaired so far; something or the other always comes up. There is no free time.”
Kumudam sat on the grass. The daughter took the philosopher in her arms and went in. The second fellow, as
though there were no plants to destroy, was pounding the grass.
“It is a long time since we last met. Right?” she asked.
“Of course, nearly six years have passed.”
“You have changed much.”
For better or for worse? I wanted to ask. Without allowing me to talk, she said:
“What are all the places you have visited, what all are you doing—tell me everything about yourself.”
“Went round North India—nowhere could I get a good job. Normally in India a man does not live more than
twenty-eight years, say statisticians. According to this, I should have died four years ago. People with short lives
can be happy in our society.” To make Kumudam sympathize with me and pity me, I did probably proclaim my
intention with great spite!
“What if you don’t have a job? For that reason, should you vilify life! Once you get into a job, that will be
another world, then you won’t have any connection with the world. You will become a slave to somebody and will
have forfeited your liberty. That women are not put to the trouble of doing jobs is a great blessing.”
For not taunting and upbraiding me because I had no job, but appreciating me, I rather respected Kumudam.
“Women in the western countries don’t, like ours do, sell themselves to their husbands for a living,” I said.
She plucked involuntarily a couple of grass flowers and tucked them in her hair.
“We cannot avoid being slaves to someone in this world, it seems to me. Isn’t even God Himself becoming a
slave to his devotees?”
“I don’t see why I should respect and serve this society which has not given me a job so far.”
“You will be happy only if you don’t have a job. But what is this crazy idea, why should anyone give you a
job? You are born to perform something great, you told me sometime back. I would believe so. Do that. Daring
and doing what one likes alone is best. I cannot tolerate slavery.”
“Without enslavement how can one achieve love?” Why I asked this question I do not know.
“True. There is slavery in the love we give to humans. Bonds in family, bonds in love; first of all, to be born
itself is enslavement to nature. It is better to be away from these things.”
For the first time I was listening to Kumudam talking about things close to my heart. It was clear that she was
not as innocent as I had thought.
“If one has no connection with the world, why achieve great things?”
“Because through achievement men obtain liberation from enslavement; if we desire something and ask the
world, it won’t give it. If we don’t desire anything, and from a distance do whatever we can, then the world will
fall at our feet.”
That Kumudam would crave so much for liberty I had never imagined. Husband, children, family, job—even
love—all these are forms of slavery, she said. A life without independence is useless, it seems. If someone yearns
for a value so much and if he fails to achieve it, my heart quite sinks with pain. If the rabble are given freedom
they will misuse it. To bestow it on those who do not appreciate its value is to commit a great sin. When people
like Kumudam have to content themselves with mere worship of values—it is a curse to the world itself that they
do not have freedom.
“If I were you, do you know what I would have done? On a riverbank I would erect a small hut. I would sit
there and get it proclaimed that I would teach people for free. At first, ten or so peasants would come. I would
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start teaching them in the evenings. From the neighborhood, plenty of peasants and laborers would come to learn.
Not empty-handed, but someone with salt and tamarind, someone else with milk—that way they would
themselves provide all my needs. They would be my band of disciples. I would share their problems and joys. I
would arbitrate their disputes. That’s all. Then I wouldn’t consider my life wasted.”
Like the sun’s tired entourage resting in the western valley after sunset, light tints were dissolving. Coming to a
halt, and drained of all energy, a cloud-duo were, however, responding to a call from the south wind. A single star
winked as though claiming that it was her kingdom. In nature outside, night insects started their ecstatic racket.
Vexed with listening to our endless conversation, the flowers in the tranquility of the dark folded up. The eastern
sky unplaited its hair. A gray hair on Kumudam’s head gleamed.
“A gray hair,” I said wagging my finger towards where it was.
“How long can the body continue to slave for youth? It will go its own way.”
My eyes were wet with an indescribable sadness. I forgot all about the rental. I did not feel like spoiling that
blissful atmosphere with a mention of the money. I said I would leave and rose; she said, all right. I thought she
would say, “Why not spend the night here?” Kumudam did not know etiquette.
*
Four more years passed. The war was still on. I had not secured a job. And the days were past too when I
regretted the fact.
Days kept passing. There was no problem about my meals. Not one day did I starve. As for wasteful
expenditure, I have no bad habits. I don’t smoke; I don’t go to the cinemas. And I don’t buy books. Not that I
don’t like them; they are not within my reach. It was six months since my uncle had passed away. Except my aunt
I did not have anybody whom I could call “my own.” This was a blessing in disguise. To exercise authority over
me there was no one. This society need not feed me, if it left me to live my own life, I should be content. My aunt
was not able to pay the rental for the house in which we lived. Finally she decided to go and live in her own
house; and to get them to vacate it, she sent me.
That was a Sunday. It was past eight in the evening. A crescent moon hid behind a thin cloud. In the backyard
of the house of Kumudam garu, it was all quiet. I came into the street. The door was locked. I could not
understand where they had gone. I sat for some time on the pyol. I walked into the street to find out from anyone I
knew what had happened. Casually I walked to the bazaar. In front of the killi\fn{Betel.} shop, Kumudam’s eldest
daughter was sitting with the baby in her lap. She called me.
“Have you seen my youngest sister? The fourth—my mother calls the girl Swarajyam\fn{ Independence.} Look,
she is crying for no reason … be quiet, my pretty baby …”
“Why are you here, like this? Where is your mother?”
“My mother is in the hospital. As this child started crying, I brought her here to quiet her. My father has gone
to the hotel.”
Picking up Swarajyam, we went to the hospital. Kumudam was lying in bed. A white blanket almost
completely covered her. Drawing a stool close to the bed, I sat down.
“What is the ailment?”
“Pneumonia.”
That pneumonia was a dangerous disease I did not know until then. Finding nothing to talk about, I sat rather
worried. Kumudam tried feebly to smile. The face contorted—the lips shook in a worshipful way.
“Won’t you write a story about me?”
What could I say?
“I did not know about this illness at all. Couldn’t you at least have got someone to write me a postcard? What
are doctors saying?”
“Illness is an ordinary thing. What is there so special in it to publicize? No need to worry, say the doctors—but
what do they know?” she said and closed her eyes.
I felt like leaving that place, and going away. I wanted to say something, but my mouth would not open. My
body was shaking. Involuntarily I put my hand over hers. That was the hand with the ring. She pulled back her
hand immediately and hid it under the blanket.\fn{ A note reads: A married woman, Kumudam recoils delicately from the
subconsciously adulterous gesture.}
“Why you have not married I know—because of me,” she said and closed her eyes.
My heart lost its corporeal identity, melted, and kept flowing rapidly, groping through the blood vessels. I
wiped the tears with my fingers. I thought it a sin to allow my tears to fall on her steadfast body and make it
impure. I turned my face aside. Through the window pane I saw the night was coiling around the world like a
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black cobra.
“I am deeply distressed to see your condition,” I said, holding back my tears.
“I am without sorrow. Why feel sorrow when this world is not mine—but then you …”
She closed her eyes and didn’t open them again. In this world they closed and opened in another world, those
eyes of Kumudam.
The individual who had left her soul behind had merged with it again. She had merged with the universe
spinning around with its configuration of trees, rivers, clouds, light and dark.
I walked out into the dark night. When one undergoes a tremendous experience, rationality and critical faculty
don’t work. The senses shake up the body and bestow a new life. The self immersed in emotional fervor and being
carried away in the stream of consciousness cracks open suddenly, like lightning, the secret of creation and
becomes a new avatar. It is like dying and coming to life again, that experience. The last words that Kumudam
spoke to me about my marriage dug up the nether world in me and, as it were, exhibited its secret before my own
eyes. Because of her I hadn’t married, it seems!
Psychologists say that man’s psyche has a nether world. There roam about like wild beasts in the jungle his
secret desires and unrequited urges that he cannot openly admit. The intellect keeps a watch so that they do not
come out on all occasions. Though they are unable to come out, at times during sleep or in the helpless state of
dreams they roar and let the outside world know of their existence. Until now my intellect had kept them chained.
That day when I put my hand on hers, Kumudam could sense that, pushing aside my intellect, my desires had
moved into the open and as she had withdrawn her hand and tucked it away, so she had pushed them back and
shut their mouths. Though I had convinced myself that there was nothing extraordinary in her, a natural attraction
had hidden inside and I was surprised that it had exercised so much influence on me.
She had asked me to write a story about her. With a six hour acquaintance, with six hundred words, she had
turned my world topsy-turvy and the very goal of my life she had thrown into confusion.
And what kind of story can I write about such a Kumudam?
234.253 Excerpt from Hunger: A Novel\fn{by Amrital Nagar (1916-1990)} Agra, Agra District, Uttar Pradesh, India
(M) 11
As Panchu Gopal Mukherji, headmaster of the Anglo-Bengali School, Mohanpur, set his foot on the verandah
of the school building, he was reminded of Ganesh, Hiru Bagdi’s son, who had finally died that morning after
having waged a ten-day battle against malaria.
News of this death was more shattering than the fact that Panchu had been starving for the last four days. It
seemed as though death had come especially to reveal itself to him. Panchu felt an utter sense of loss. The
relentless reach of the famine had sapped him of strength, both mental and physical. Even so, his basic faith in life
had asserted itself and Panchu could not really see how bleak the future was. Ganesh’s death, for the first time,
brought him face to face with what awaited himself and his family.
Suddenly a darkness descended before his eyes and Panchu reeled. His hand reached to the pillar for support
and he stood there, shaken and bereft, for a few moments. Ganesh had been his first student. Memories flashed
past his mind. He had just passed the intermediate examinations. He wanted to study further. He would apply for a
government scholarship. Then, a letter from his mother urging him to do his duty to his family.
“If only I had studied further. What a bright career I had before me! Principal Jordan would have got me that
scholarship. But would that have changed the situation?” Panchu was jolted out of his daydreams. And then he
argued,
“I would have been in England. There would have been no house, no property left. What happiness would an
ICS\fn{Indian Civil Service} degree have brought?”
He was glad he had not opted for the ICS. Too many ICS types had stomped their Dawson boots on the head of
this unfortunate country. Servants of the people had turned masters, their origin and duty forgotten.
He too would have become a civil servant. He too would have inspected the starving people as an SDO. He too
would have accepted the hospitality of zamindar Dayal Babu, imbibing Scotch whisky and polishing off plates of
delectables. Monai the bania with the grinning face would have helped government officials bulge their pockets.
And in no time, like a contagious disease, the greater part of those pockets would have passed into the pockets of
SDO Panchu Gopal Mukherji, ICS!
Panchu was filled with repugnance. Turning his eyes away from the town of Mohanpur that sprawled beyond
the school campus, he walked slowly towards a classroom. By the door a government poster exhorted: GROW
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MORE FOOD.

“For whom?” asked Panchu, in disgust. And with one movement of the hand, he tore the poster off. The mood
of triumph, however, did not last long.
“I hope nobody saw me,” Panchu worried. “Suppose someone saw? That policeman near Monai’s shop … I’m
doomed if he saw. He will promptly come and hold out his hand or else he will threaten to report me. But how can
I give anything to the wretched fellow? Why would my family be starving then? But why should that rascal care
about our plight? The whole village thinks I have amassed a fortune that lies buried in my house.”
With a furtive look this way and that, Panchu stepped into the classroom.
Silence hung in the air. Four long rows of desks and benches badly stained with ink and laid thick with dust; a
chair, a table, three maps of Bengal, India and Europe on the walls; a globe atop a small stool in one corner; on
the blackboard the words of an English poem. The peon had been on leave for a week and nobody had swept the
school premises in his absence. Panchu had not done it either. Although there had been a time, those Saturdays not
long past, when he and his boys together set about sprucing up the school.
A pale smile flickered on Panchu’s lips. The hubbub of those days, the excitement, the glory … Ah, sweet
dream.
Panchu dropped into the dusty chair. He rested his arms on the table and lowered his head.
“What if they close down the school?”
This horrible thought sliced through the coat of illusions he had deceived himself with thus far. Ganesh’s death
had been no illusion and the question stared him grotesquely in the face.
The school, Panchu’s only means of supporting a family comprising 11 members. What if this school closed
down, what then? He had wanted to marry off his young sister Tulsi this year. Who imagined a famine such as
this? Would it never end? Or was this the end of the universe? A blanket of darkness seemed to be dragging
Panchu into its eddying vortex.
“Am I dying?” wondered Panchu.
“No, how can I die,” Panchu thought as he fought the strange sensation in his head. “Ganesh had malaria on
top of his hunger, whereas I have only been starving. Mother and others too have been starving. As if it is so
extraordinary to go hungry for four days. After all we are Hindus and we observe many fasts during the four
monsoon months. In any case, I should be able to get some rice by this evening. No, there’s nothing to worry
about.”
Panchu mustered up courage and raised his head from the table. Then, as though to free himself from the grip
of a deathlike stupefaction, he pushed himself up and walked up and down the room. He took one round, then
another, but as he started on the third, he stopped short.
“No, I’m not giddy,” he assured himself, “I’m just standing. Oh Lord! Just look at the dust on this table,” and
with that, Panchu pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket and started cleaning the desk at which he sat. How
nice and shiny these desks had looked when they were new. And now look at the ink stains!
“But this is bound to happen” Panchu muttered. “After all, boys will be boys.” Ganesh had been the brightest
of all his boys …
“Children will be careless. Were we not careless? But I used to be so careful. And these rascals—they don’t
even bother to lock their desks!”
Panchu opened the drawer. There was a slate in it, with a pound-shilling-pence sum worked out. Through force
of habit, Panchu checked the figures—at every step the “answer” showed an extra two numbers. The teachers’
instinct in Panchu was aroused. He muttered in exasperation and almost flung the slate aside. Had the owner of
the slate been on the scene, he would have received a sound thrashing all right.
Panchu looked in the drawer again. This time he located a piece of paper, a cutout, the masterpiece of some
unsung artist among the boys, created with thick and thin pens and colour pencils obviously for the entertainment
of his class fellows. On top was drawn a circle with two ears that had been cut down; a tuft jutting out of the cap,
at somebody’s request, as it were, but falling within the circle of the head, as also two eyes complete with
spectacles and ear-rests; a long stroke for a nose topped off with a long moustache. The neck given the finishing
touches with the help of his father’s blade served as a primitive bridge to join the small circle to a large circle. The
labour that had gone into shaping two hands and legs perfectly from the large circle was evident. Below the legs
ran the caption in English:
“This is Kanai Master.”
Panchu burst out laughing.
“These children are such devils,” he said to himself. Greatly amused, he pulled out the drawer further
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wondering what more treasures lay in wait. There was a page torn out from an English textbook: Lesson 24,
Humpty-Dumpty.
“Rascals! Do they ever read? Simply fool around with their books!” On the other side of the paper was
scribbled a leave application in Bengali, signed D. R. in English. Below this was written in English, “Granted,”
signed G. K. C., in bold characters and dated 27-1-43.
“G. K. C.—who the hell is GKC?” Panchu puzzled, trying to figure out which of his students was a great one
that had granted leave.
“Oh Gopal! I see! Aunt no. 8’s nephew!”
The retired sub-postmaster Ramtanu Babu was Panchu’s uncle and neighbour. The ill-fated Ramtanu Babu had
lost seven wives—death had smothered each one up. Only his eighth now threatened to survive even the terrible
famine. Gopal was her brother’s son.
Panchu’s heart was filled with unexpected happiness. For a few moments he forgot his hunger, his family,
Bengal, the famine. Expecting to find more treasures, Panchu pulled out the drawer fully.
“What's this?” he cried in dismay. “Termites!”
The joy of the moment gave way to intense pain. A sense of failure crushed him. He turned out the drawer and
examined the back. He peered under the desk. He checked other desks as well. There were clusters of termites
busily eating into the furniture.
Now the school would definitely have to be closed down—all because of the termites. Some day the famine
would end. And the school would be reopened. But now, even that hope seemed dim.
*
For the past several days, Panchu had worried about the future of his school. Attendance had started dwindling
right from the last week of February. Out of one hundred and twenty-two boys, gradually twenty, twenty-five,
fifty boys had left. And now, on March 19, there was not a single boy in the school. For one week now, he had
been the only one at school. Sometimes, Monai’s son Nyada would come to school, satchel under his arm. It was
a week since Khidu, the peon, had left the town. Since then, three rooms had not been opened at all. Kanai Master
had left Mohanpur for good and gone to Pachhauh in January itself. He had since been working as a craftsman.
Kanai Master was a good man. When the entire town had turned against Panchu and his school, only Kanai the
blacksmith had stood by his side. Panchu vividly recalled the time when he and Kanai studied together at Debu
Pandit’s school. Kanai could not afford to study further. But by the time he had left Debu Pandit’s school, he had
learnt to read and write (in Bengali). Later, Kanai’s father withdrew him from school and trained him so well that
Kanai became an adept craftsman. He earned a good name in four or five villages around. Panchu had secured a
first class in college and Kanai had even heard that he was going to England on a government scholarship.
When Panchu arrived in this town, Kanai felt proud of having been his classmate. It was another matter that
they met rarely, because his work kept him busy.
Kanai used to subscribe to the Bengali weekly Desh. He would read the magazine so thoroughly that he could
even reel off the advertisements from memory. If Panchu provoked him about any poem, story, article, play or
even advertisement, he would promptly recite it verbatim.
Once Panchu challenged Kanai to learn by heart Bankim Chandra’s\fn{ 1838-1894} entire novel Anandmath.
Kanai made no comment. He simply took the book and went home. He was back after four days and flaunting the
book in front of Panchu, started spewing the contents of the book from the first page, not omitting even the
punctuation and the misprints. He finished the book in three hours. Only after he had listed other publications of
the publisher and comments of praise as well as the prices of soft-cover and hard-cover editions did he stop to
drink water. This feat soon became a legend.
The entire town had opposed Panchu when he started his school. On the one hand, he had to keep the school
going and on the other hand to pay frequent visits to the city for Principal Jordan’s help and advice. At home only
his mother stood by him.
“Don’t worry, my son,” she said. “God tests our strength only in times of trouble. He will help on His own
when He wishes to be generous.” One day, Kanai came to Panchu and announced theatrically,
“Your courage has inspired my faith in you. You’re our Napoleon Bonaparte!” Then, advancing towards
Panchu, he whispered:
“I’ve no savings, brother. But with whatever I have, I can help you run the school in whatever way you
suggest.”
Panchu was in real need of financial help. Kanai said confidently:
“I shall teach the boys whatever I’ve learnt. You don’t worry. Go to the city and get some help for the school. I
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shall manage things here. But master, you must make your school so good that even big sahibs are forced to come
all the way to see it. Then alone the people of this town will realize that those who are devoted to learning are no
ordinary creatures.” And he patted Panchu on the back.
Suddenly Panchu’s hopes ran high. In a flash he realized that his mother’s God had come to him in the form of
Kanai when he was totally disheartened. Then Kanai’s voice broke into wonderment:
“Panchu Babu, I wrongly called you Napoleon. Actually, I wanted to call you Shakespeare. Panchu Babu,
when it comes to learning, you are no way behind Shakespeare. He educated people by writing poetry. You’re
doing so by opening the school.” He paused and then remarked with a touch of finality:
“Yes, that’s so. You’re our Shakespeare. Napoleon used to fight.”
“Ha, ha, ha!” replied Panchu.
Hearing the sound of his own loud laughter, Panchu came back to consciousness. He saw in front of him the
drawer full of termites. Kanai had left. Govind Master had left in the first week of March.
“I can’t manage on twelve rupees, Panchu Babu! Let somebody go and ask zamindar Dayal Babu if one can
live without breathing—he has taken away my bullocks! Far better to live by begging. At least I won’t have to
face the fire of four hungry stomachs!”
So, Govind Master also left. Everyone had left. And now the school would be closed.
“It will have to be closed. Now I don’t even feel comfortable in this place,” Panchu reflected. What next?
Panchu looked around with vacant eyes to find an answer to that question. Even though not a single boy turned
up, Panchu visited the school regularly. He sat there the whole day and kept entertaining his mind by thinking
about long-forgotten as well as current things. But today, with the death of Ganesh, his mind was completely
wearied and his thoughts turned away from the school. He could not keep his mind engaged. How could he
distract his mind from the present? Where could he go?
Quite unconsciously, Panchu’s hands started fiddling with termite-infested drawer. He withdrew his hands with
a start. He had a sudden feeling of having committed a grave blunder by keeping his hands on that drawer with all
those termites.
’This drawer ridden with termites!” he mused. “It means that swarms of termites have installed themselves
here. Now they won’t leave this place. And why on earth should they leave? They thrive on wood, paper etc. Man
too has come to possess those things, but not as food! Oh, such injustice! Just imagine, for thousands of years
since man acquired control over wood and started using it for himself, these termites must have starved. Oh, they
have been starving for thousands of years—poor things!”
Tears welled up in Panchu’s eyes. All through the famine he had suppressed his tears. But today, if there were
tears in his eyes at the thought of the terrible plight of those white ants that had been famished for thousands of
years, it did not mean his patience was running out. No, his patience was enduring. It was unflinching. And, in
order to strengthen that feeling, he started musing in superlatives in English about his shedding tears over the
famished termites:
“Just imagine, their children, sons, daughters, nephews, nieces—yes, nieces too. Yes, yes, nieces too should be
there, ought to be …”
Panchu experienced a slight stirring of conscience within himself. He felt that he was swayed by his own
thoughts. But he was not happy about that inner stirring. He had no other means to distract his mind except by
entertaining illusions. He reflected:
“We’ve starved the white ants and now the white ants are starving us … remember this always, my boy!
There’s limit to everything. For the present, you may tyrannize the white ants, but even their patience can come to
an end. But, in what way can they harm you after all?”
Panchu brought his hands close to his face and looked. intently at them. Since he had kept his hand in the
termite-ridden drawer for so long, it was likely a couple of them had crept on his hands!
“What if they’ve got on to my hands?” he asked himself. “They will sting. When they can eat up wood and
paper, what’s the problem about human flesh—soft human flesh and hot human blood? Suppose the white ants
develop a taste for these? What will happen? Arre, so far only six persons have died of starvation, but if white ants
start invading human beings, there will be six hundred deaths, six thousands, a lakh, a million, a billion, a
trillion... There will be disaster, disaster!” Panchu thus went on detracting himself.
“The world is coming to an end because of white ants! Can such a thing happen?” Then he suddenly
remembered:
“Arre, Valmiki! Imagine a human being so oblivious to his surroundings that he did not realize white ants were
creeping all over his body! Nonsense! As a matter of fact, it means that this time the white ants will have victory
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over human beings! It will be a victory for Valmiki. Absolutely justified. In the first deluge, Manu was the only
one to survive, and his progeny, the human race, proved to be worthless. This time, after the disaster, a new world
will come into being, a world inhabited by Valmiki’s children. This is disaster indeed brought about by white
ants!”
Panchu had ceased to have any control over his mind. He felt a sudden need for some medicine to get over this
weakness. What could he take? He had some aspros. One day during winter, when he had had a headache, he had
sent for a strip of aspros. He had taken one dose and left the rest in the drawer of his table. They should be still
there.
But suppose there were white ants in his drawer too? Chhi! He diverted his mind again.
“You can’t afford to do this, Mr. P. Mukherji!” he told himself. “You’ve so much responsibility on your head—
the responsibility of the whole family.
“But what am I thinking? I’m fully conscious. I’ve committed no wrong so far. I’m absolutely fine. Then why
the medicine … the aspro tablets …?”
By this time Panchu had walked up to his table and was about to sit on the chair. The thought of aspro tablets
brought a power to his face. Objectively, he took stock of himself:
“Do I have a pain anywhere—in my hands, my legs, my stomach? Do I have a headache?”
As he spoke to himself thus, he experienced pain from head to foot, in every nerve, in every pore. He felt his
eyes, and his body grow hot. He brought his hand near his nose and felt his breath. His breath was hot.
“I’ve got fever, malaria!” he said to himself.
The thought of malaria reminded him of his hunger. And again he was overcome by fear. He felt dizzy. His
hands trembled and legs became numb as though there was no strength left in them. With a terrific mental effort
he stood erect.
”I’m absolutely fine. I’m not ill at all,” he told himself. “I’ve no fever. These are all futile thoughts. It’s stupid
of me to go on thinking about such useless things. I don’t know why I’m letting my mind drift. No, no, I shall not
allow such foolish thoughts to cross my mind.”
Panchu immediately applied his mind to some activity so as to detract his thoughts. He looked around himself.
The table and the chair were on a raised platform. Panchu narrowed his eyes to restrict the span of vision. Then,
with a semi-circular movement of the head, he looked to the left and then to the right, along the edge of the
platform. He saw the concrete floor at the foot of the platform. It seemed as though the builders had drawn the
squares on the floor simply to give the impression that square cement slabs had been fixed on the floor.
Then he saw the corner of a table, and his eyes passed over three or four desks. Panchu persuaded himself that
the boys were present. Only after imagining the presence of his pupils could he be sure about the presence of the
desks. He saw the gradually approaching light and his gaze fixed on a spot on the floor. The sunlight, somewhat
dimmed, entered the room through the door. It was as if it fell on the damp floor. Panchu felt quite contented and
happy.
During that brief moment of surveying the classroom Panchu's heart was filled with a happy excitement, and
with that same feeling of enthusiasm, he let himself think that there were boys seated on all the benches and he
had assigned some work to all of them—that he had asked them to write an essay on a cow and he was himself
bending over the register on the table, calculating the tuition fees.
He put his fountain pen on the table. He unlocked the drawer and pulled it out. He found a half-full box of
chalk-pieces, a duster, a bottle of black ink and a bundle of papers.
How children love to steal chalk. Every time the drawer remained open, half a dozen pieces would disappear!
Panchu started tickling his mind:
“I would like to leave this drawer open and go out for a while … but where are the boys?”
Panchu could deceive himself no longer. The truth slipped out of his mouth:
“Where are the boys?”
Panchu beheld his deserted classroom in the manner of a martyr walking up to the gallows. The room was still
and silent. Four rows of unoccupied benches and desks, ink stains on the desks and layers of dust. Panchu had
placed the lock on the desk in front. His attention concentrated briefly on the brass lock. One never kept a lock
like that, he reflected. He saw the maps of Bengal, India and Europe, the globe kept on the stool. The poem on the
blackboard was also covered with dust.
Panchu felt suffocated. An intense pain, whizzing like an arrow, shot up in his heart and he thought his heart
would break with the feeling of desolation, a sense of failure and inactivity. Where were the boys? Had they been
in class today, he would have said:
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“Here, take these—take away all the chalk pieces, but come back to school.” He would have parted with all his
possessions to see those benches occupied.
He was infuriated by his inability to act. He flung the chalk box on the desk in front of him and as they
scattered on the benches, and rolled on the floor, the sound filled his ears: thak-thak thak-thak. Panchu looked
triumphantly at these chalk pieces—as though he had humbled their pride.
“Oh, their misfortune!” he philosophized. “The chalk pieces are lying today thus abandoned!”
There was no one to show love for them—those naughty eyes gleaming with joy, those shrieks of delight, the
jostling and wrestling with wild excitement, the boxing and fisting to grab as many chalk pieces as possible.
Panchu felt as though his heart was choking. The wasted body and the mind corroded by anxiety could not
bear the weight of that emotion. He experienced within him a kind of irritation that struck like a streak of
lightning. This feeling of irritation worked like smelling-salts and overpowered his state of stupor. The body
refused to accept the command of the mind and started behaving in an erratic manner. His eyes smarted and his
face flushed. His hands moved restlessly. He pulled out the duster and flung it aside. His hand moved towards the
ink-pot, and suddenly stopped short. He remembered that while writing a letter to Jordan Saheb day before
yesterday, his pen had run dry. So, Panchu started filling ink in the fountain-pen. Suddenly a thought flashed in his
mind:
“This fountain-pen is luckier than I. At least it has food!”
Panchu felt something crawling in his empty stomach, like a child sobbing in sleep. His breath grew heavy. He
felt depressed. But again he pulled himself up:
“What’s this, Mr. Panchu Gopal? Look at others—the whole town, whole of Bengal is starving!”
Whole of Bengal! Panchu’s eyes roved over the map of Bengal on the wall. It had happened only a few days
ago. Hardly five months had passed. How every farmer in the town was happy to sell rice at twelve rupees a
maund. Not even in the good old days had fate been so kind that they could sell rice at that price! It used to be
sold at three or three and a half rupees a maund. People grew blind with greed. They even sold the grains meant
for their homes. Going without food for a couple of days and living with half-filled stomachs all their lives—the
farmers in India had learnt to do it from birth. They had become almost indifferent to the fact that their hunger had
to be satisfied.
But money—oh, that was something one always dreamt to have! It was only the big people who were born
with the luck of being blessed by the Goddess of Wealth. This time, the Goddess of Wealth had been merciful to
the farmer—that too on the eve of Durga Puja!
The pale faces of the farmers flushed red at the sight of bundles of hundreds and thousands of rupees. Married
women’s capricious demands were met and fortune smiled on goldsmiths! New clothes and new ornaments and
cosmetic items—and even gramophones started playing in a few houses in the town! People began thinking in
terms of building pucca houses. The old and the aged became impatient to visit holy places.
The farmers, when they did not have money, had always imagined what they would do when they did have
money. Now they could fulfill all their desires. In this euphoria of the moment, they felt greater than the big shots
of the town. They felt Dayal Babu or Monai could humiliate them no more. They went crazy with the warmth of
money they had come to possess.
Dayal Babu and Monai started receiving back the money they had lent. Intoxicated by the power of money, the
farmers forgot on the occasion of Durga Puja that they would have to repay the money they borrowed. They
started spending money for their innumerable pursuits of pleasure.
Soon came the time when farmers started receiving court summons on behalf of Dayal Babu and Monai. Like
a nine days wonder, gold and silver ornaments were gone from the bodies of the farmers’ wives. The
gramophones stopped playing. Pucca houses would now be built only in heaven! Goods worth ten rupees were
sold for two rupees. Whatever grains, clothes and household things remained unsold were looted by bandits.
People watched with mouths agape.
Rice sold at eighteen rupees a maund!
Rice sold at twenty-four rupees a maund!
At thirty-five, forty rupees a maund!
What was happening? What would happen?
Many hanged themselves. Some dead body or the other was lowered in the lake of the town every other day.
People left their villages and went to the city in the hope of getting in the city money they could send home. Only
a few young men remained in the villages. Mothers consoled their hungry children:
“We shall buy rice when your Baba sends money from the city. How will Monai give rice without money?”
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Aged parents would ask the postman:
“Have you brought the money order from my son? He is bound to have sent the money. You fellows from the
post office have conspired to swallow our money.”
Their hunger did not wait even as they kept expecting their money. People sold their houses, they sold their
fields, granaries, clothes, rags and quilts—they sold everything in order to fill their stomachs. Monai bought
everything and sold rice to them in return.
After facing lathi blows from Dayal Babu’s men, they could not get much fish from the ponds. Plants and
leaves, grass, flesh of dogs, cats and rats, whatever was available, was consigned into the fire of the hungry
stomachs. With all that, their hunger was unsatisfied. They felt hungry every day.
At the thought of hunger, Panchu’s consciousness returned. Even though he had been looking at the map of
Bengal all that time, his eyes had not been seeing the map. Awakened from his thoughts, his eyes once again saw
Bengal. Even from a distance, the innumerable crooked lines and the names of hundreds of towns and cities stood
clear in his mind although they were too hazy for his eyes. Every village and every house must be facing the same
problem of getting rice.
And a Monai in every village must be demanding exorbitant rates. People must be pleading in flattering terms
as they had been doing at Monai’s shop. They must be pleading and prostrating before him with more than
heavenly happiness. They must be hovering round him, weeping before him. And the Monai of every village must
be listening to people’s blessings and curses with the same nonchalance, sitting back calm and unmoved. He must
be making his own calculations, unconcerned about the plight of the public. Thousands of people must be dying.
Others would have deserted their villages and gone away. The boys too would have left, and schools must be
deserted like his school. And the teachers …!
Panchu was reminded of his own family. For four full days, the famine had struck his home. No one in the
family had eaten even a grain of rice. His ten-year-old sister Kanak too had forgone her share of food being given
a couple of morsels and rice broth to drink.
But this was not enough to fill their stomachs. They clamoured for rice all through the day. His eight-monthold niece Chunni was half dead, crying with hunger. She was on mother’s milk, but how could the mother feed the
child at her breast when she herself had nothing to eat? Even the little one was made to suck a little rice broth.
Panchu’s mother, father, elder brother Shibu and his wife, his own wife, his two sisters and he himself had been
starving and subsisting just on water for the past four days.
Well, he would definitely get rice from Dayal Babu in the evening. But how long could things go on like that?
How long would he be able to keep up his prestige? Ultimately, who would keep up his prestige and before
whom? Hearths had gone cold in every house. Who was respectable and in what manner? With the exception of
Monai and Dayal Babu and hardly ten others, in whose house was fire lit regularly in the kitchen?
At this rate, the whole village would die with hunger and thirst. Parvati aunt died, Haren died, Tinkandi died,
Ganesh died. People were dying in the town all the time. Likewise, in his family too, one by one...
In spite of himself, tears welled up in Panchu’s eyes. He felt outraged by his tears—why did he have such
thoughts at all? Had he nothing else to do in the world?
Panchu wiped his tears with the end of his dhoti and looked at the open drawer. Right at the back was a bundle
of papers tied with a jute string. Some letters and notes, degree certificates; once, after his elder brother had torn
off one of his certificates in anger, Panchu had started keeping his personal papers in school.
Panchu looked through the papers. A certificate given by Professor Bannerji, a letter from Jordan Saheb,
another letter from Jordan Saheb, a letter from Rai Bhuvan Mohan Sarkar, a letter written by Ganesh. After
learning to read and write properly in Bengali, he had once gone to spend his holidays with his uncle at Dacca. He
had written from there:
My respectful greetings …

Deep within Panchu had a feeling that if he paid even the slightest attention to that letter from Ganesh, he
would again start thinking about death. Till death clearly dominated his mind, he should divert his attention
somewhere else …
Oh, yes! Had he not been calculating the tuition fees of the last month?
Shaking off the dust on the papers with his left hand, he pushed them to one side. The papers lay in disorder on
the table. He opened the lock of the other drawer and took out both the registers.
Something slipped out and fell on the platform. Panchu’s eyes gleamed with delight as he sighted the aspro
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tablets. Dumping the registers on the table, he bent down with alacrity and picked up the packet. There were two
tablets left.
“Should I take these tablets? That is, am I feeling sick? … No, this is no sickness, just a headache. Really? Of
course, with all these silly and crazy thoughts crowding my mind, won’t I have a headache? Of course, my head is
paining.”
Panchu looked hungrily at the two white tablets in the packet. Then he tore the foil and kept both the tablets on
his palm. And before any other thought would cross his mind, he promptly popped them in his mouth, as though
stealthily even from himself.
“Shall I swallow? No, I must chew. At least I must feel the taste!”
Crunch-crunch, he crushed between his teeth. But the tablets started dissolving. Realizing that his teeth were
weak, Panchu brushed the small particles of the tablets against his palate and started dissolving them further. His
mouth was filled with bitter taste as he went on dissolving the tablets in his mouth. Collecting the saliva in his
mouth, he continued the process till both his cheeks bulged—so much so, his jaws started paining. Ultimately he
had to swallow his saliva.
Even though bitter, Panchu’s taste-starved tongue had found at least some taste after four days. He felt some
kind of satisfaction. He wanted water to drink. He went out of the classroom. The bitter taste had gone and his
tongue was gradually becoming dull again. That irked Panchu. His hunger was aggravated. The numbness in his
head increased.
There was a pond right behind the school. Panchu marched in that direction. Cupping both palms together, he
drank water. Water hurt in the empty stomach. Yet he drank again. He drank a third time, a fourth, fifth, sixth time.
The seventh time, he let the water fall back into the pond from his cupped hands.
Panchu’s stomach became bloated. He dared not drink any more water. But he was not yet satisfied. He
washed his face, splashed water on his head, gargled his mouth and finally got up wiping his face and hands with
the end of his dhoti. Deliberately he made himself feel fresh and persuaded himself that his stomach was full and
he was feeling fine.
And now his thoughts were diverted to his family. They too would have drunk water and must be feeling fine.
Now there was hardly much time left. As the sun went down, he would go to Dayal Babu’s house and …
Panchu estimated that it was about half past two. It would be better to spend about an hour near the pond. He
could leave at half past three. But every day he went to Dayal Babu’s house at half past four or even five. If he
went particularly early today, Dayal Babu would think he had done so because he was getting rice from him.
Ugh! Let him think what he pleased. He would tell Dayal Babu he had arrived for tuition early since there was
no work. And, if he had to go early, why not start this very minute?
But no, it would not be proper. If he went so early, it would become very evident that he had gone early for the
sake of rice. But that wasn’t too far wrong either! Of course, it was a question of reputation. And a man, once he
lost his reputation, became worthless.
“But,” Panchu asked himself, “have I not already ruined my reputation by asking for rice? Well, no, it’s not a
question of reputation at all. I’ve only asked for rice in lieu of salary!” However, one could buy rice even from
Monai’s shop, couldn’t he?
But eight days ago when he requested Dayal Babu to give him rice instead of salary and Dayal Babu had
agreed, he had hoped that Dayal Babu would not measure rice exactly in terms of the amount of his salary. Dayal
Babu was no Monai after all! Dayal Babu was such a big zamindar and people of the town held him in high
esteem. Panchu was his children’s tutor, he read the newspaper to Dayal Babu, wrote his letters in English
addressed to big officers. For all that extra work, he had not charged anything so far. People took their own
different views. In any case, he did not expect Dayal Babu to give a maund or two of rice for eight rupees of the
salary. He would give at the most ten seers instead of five. Or, maybe more, zamindar that he was! Could one ever
imagine shortage in a royal family? He could certainly give a maund or two if he wished. Well, even if not that
much, at least fifteen seers?
Even with that much rice he could comfortably pass a month. The whole family would manage with a daily
consumption of half a seer. It would not fill the stomach, but something was better than nothing at all! What was
the alternative?
Oh, what hard times had come! The famine would not end as long as the war continued. It was the war that had
brought about the famine!
Panchu had read in the newspapers about food grains being sent to Bengal from other parts of the country.
Union Boards were being set up in every village to sell rice at low rates. Dayal Babu had laughed when he heard
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about it. Monai had also laughed. And because of his longstanding relation with them, Panchu also realized that in
their laughter was the hidden warning that the golden land of Bengal was going to become a cremation ground.
Even then, if he and his family continued to have a daily quota of half a seer of rice, he was willing to allow
his human consideration die along with Bengal. Panchu thought:
“The zamindar can’t be expected to provide fifteen seers of rice for a salary of eight rupees. Of course, he can
give fifteen seers if he agrees to increase the salary. Well, in that case, I shall request him to increase the salary.
Will he agree? Arre, I shall do some other odd jobs for him. Even a clerk’s job if my family can be somehow
saved from being devoured by the. fire of hunger. If he wants, I will sweep his entire estate. There’s always hope
as long as there is life. One can think of reputation when the stomach is full.
“God, let it be so! Oh, Lord, listen to this appeal of mine. Make Dayal Babu agree to this somehow!”
With that prayer, Panchu’s heart choked with emotion. He had reached the door of the classroom by that time.
He noticed the torn poster. Panchu immediately turned round and looked in the direction of Monai’s shop—police
constable? No, no, he wasn’t coming.
Panchu entered the classroom and heaved a sigh. He sat on the chair, deliberately withdrawing his eyes from
everything in the room. He would not think about the deserted benches any more. Nor about the white ants. To
hell with the school! What purpose would it serve any way? If only he could get some additional work at Dayal
Babu’s house!
Panchu picked up both the registers to return to the drawer. Under the registers lay scattered personal papers.
He suddenly noticed his master’s handwriting. Two and a half years ago, she had prevented him from going in for
I.C.S. The upper portion of that letter lay hidden under other papers. Panchu started reading the visible portion of
the letter:
Last night he (Shibu) lost in gambling all the jewelry I had made for Tulsi’s marriage. His wife had noticed him
taking the key from under my pillow. I was on the terrace talking to Ramtanu’s wife. He had already done the job by
the time his wife came to inform me. Your father heard the cluttering sound of the opening of the door and the lock of
the box, and he cried out: “Who’s there?” You know very well how he keeps his ears alert even seated in his room! But
when your father cried out, that fellow did not utter a word in reply. I came down in panic and shouted after him:
“Shibu! Shibu!” But had Shibu ever listened to anyone? There was a time when he showed consideration to me as his
mother. But, my dear, he has now become his own master! What should I do? I’ve got to suffer whatever I’m fated to
suffer.
Your father had gone blind. In Shibu’s form. Narayan is testing my strength. I do not know what all is in store for me
in future. Had Shibu not turned out to be such a worthless fellow, I would have prostrated before God and pleaded for
death. Which other woman would have to face such a humiliating situation? Should a mother with two young men as
her sons have so much to worry? But, my son, I didn’t do enough penance, did I? My condition is like that of a sinking
man who, in spite of being blessed by God with vast fortunes, cannot enjoy the benefits of his wealth.
Now I'm not thinking about Shibu or you, my son. You two, God bless you, are now on your own legs. Shibu had
sold his wife’s ornaments even earlier. Twice he was given a beating too on that account. Till yesterday, his wife had
kept everything hidden from me. She did tell me earlier about his taking to gambling. When we protested, he said it
was all a matter of luck—if he put something in stake, he would bring tenfold, if not often, then just once, in a single
game. He talked about lots of other things too. He also started terrorizing his wife. I knew he used to quarrel with his
wife. But I had no idea he had gone so far. If Shibu continues to be like this, God save the family!
As for me, my son, I shall keep worrying about his wife and about Tulsi’s marriage as long as I live. Kanak too is
now going to be ten years old. Then I have to worry about Dinu and Paresh as well. How would those little children
know that their father is a gambler and the children of gamblers have only to depend on others!
I discussed yesterday’s incident with your father. He said:
“I could not see the world till I had my sight. But I can clearly see now how the world would end whose frightening
state I had already seen!” Then he started saying:
“It’s only because of your over-fondling that Shibu has gone out of your hand. If you treat a child as a child even
after he has passed that stage, the blame for his irresponsibilities would come only on you.”
My son, had I known that mother’s love, instead of being a blessing, could turn out to be a curse at times, I would
have tried to keep my feelings under check. Shibu was born after we had consigned five children into mother earth.
Hence, I was afraid of keeping him away from me. You’ve studied so much and perhaps you will understand a mother’s
heart.
But how much more will you study, Panchu? You may be feeling that your mother is not happy to see you making
progress. But son, if I go on thinking only about you, what will happen to Tulsi and Kanak? What will happen to Dinu
and Paresh? Tulsi is now sixteen. How long can I conceal her advanced age? I had striven hard to make those
ornaments over a period of seven years. And now, God had snatched away everything! How can we come out of this
entangled situation?
You have written in your letter that you won’t be coming home during the holidays. You say you want to go to
England to study. That’s all right. But tell me one thing. You will go to England, but where will your mother go? To
whom will she unburden her heart?
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I’ve told you what is in my mind. As for the rest, you are a sensible person. Otherwise, God is of course there to see,
my son! Be happy wherever you may be. That is the only blessing my heart can give you.

As he finished reading the letter, Panchu heaved a sigh. He leaned against the back of the chair. One by one,
memories of the past days flickered in his mind. However unwillingly, he had to surrender himself after that letter
from his mother. And he had gone home.
Shibu always got irritated with Panchu. And Panchu knew that it was because of Shibu’s lack of education. All
that Shibu desired as the one whose younger brother was bright in studies was to be a step ahead of him. That
obsession had driven him to gambling. His father was not wrong in thinking that mother’s indulgent love had
made Shibu stubborn, selfish and worthless. Even now she had a soft corner for him.
When Panchu had gone home after receiving his mother’s letter, Shibu had missed no opportunity to show off
his superiority over his younger brother. After coming home, Panchu still wondered what he should do to earn a
livelihood. And one day Hiru Bagdi suddenly approached him with eight-year-old Ganesh. He said:
“Do me a favor, learned young man! When I see you, one thing always comes to my mind: Seven generations
of my ancestors passed their lives at the feet of high caste people like you. But these boys won’t be willing to do
that. Right from now, they’ve started raising Gandhi Baba’s flag. By the time they grow up, they will go
completely out of hand. Instead of that, if you would be kind enough to give them some education, they can find
some jobs in the city. And I too will feel happy in my old age.”
Panchu realized only that day that the backward communities like Doms and [the] Bagdis of his little town had
become so sensible. However, even after that realization, his conventional upbringing prevented his taking up the
responsibility of teaching English to low-caste children. He was on the point of declining, but suddenly, old
Ramanlal Chakravarty appeared from nowhere. He stopped to hear the conversation between Hiru and Panchu
and then burst out with an angry glare in his eyes:
“Oh, the low-caste people are becoming so bold! Even Doms and Bagdis have started competing with high
castes!”
Hearing such abusive remarks from the mouth of another person, particularly a high-caste, Panchu’s social
consciousness which had been kindled by the political and social movements in the city was reawakened. His
heart rebelled against the high-caste people. He looked at Ganesh. He was struck by the simple expression on the
boy’s face as he gazed at Panchu with hope. As a reaction to Ramanlal’s outrageous comment, he felt that he
would be insulting the Goddess of Learning if he refused to teach Ganesh. And right in the presence of Ramlal, he
assured Hiru that Ganesh could study as long as he was in town.
How the people in the town had been offended by that! In his own house, his mother did not approve of what
Panchu was doing. Shibu said all the repugnant things he could think of. The whole town started abusing him.
As protest in the town became stronger, Panchu’s resolve became firmer.
“Everyone has a right to education,” he said.
Panchu had acquired a new interest in life. A mere angry reaction had strengthened his resolve. In that same
excitement he collected low-caste boys from the town and started teaching them under a tree. He had been of
some help to the family, and now he had taken up that bother on his head! But it had become a fait accompli. He
resolved to start a school. In course of time, he would make that very school his source of income.
When the whole town was against the school and against Panchu, it was only Kanai Mistry who had stood by
his side.
“Go to the city and get funds for the school,” he had said. “And make your school so great that even the laat
saheb himself feels compelled to come here for a visit.”
Kanai’s good wishes bore fruits. Panchu went to the city and with his irrepressible zeal and the cooperation of
Principal Jordan he obtained financial help from several wealthy and respectable citizens. How happy and excited
the children were when he came back to town with books, slates, pencils and so on. And one day, when the
American missionary Jordan Sahib came with his English and Indian friends to see the school, how the people of
the town were impressed!
Principal Jordan promised to build a pucca building for the school. With the help of the government contractor
Rai Bhuvan Mohan Sarkar and through him with the help of several zamindars in nearby areas, the school
building came up in no time. The collector came, many big shots came, functions were organized, sweets were
distributed to the children. Dayal Babu patted Panchu’s back and engaged him as a tutor for his sons. After
Ramanlal Chakravarty’s death, his son Govind also joined as a teacher in Panchu’s school, completely ignoring
the people of the town and helped in the good work.
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The whole town was astir when Govind joined Panchu’s school as a teacher. Right from the beginning,
Ramanlal had been the staunchest opponent of Panchu’s school. When his own son started teaching low-caste
children, many accusing fingers were raised. But Govind thought out an irrefutable argument in support of his
action:
“Collector Sahib has specially asked Panchu Babu to open this school. He wants to teach the state language to
everyone. Tomorrow, these very children of Doms and Bagdis will learn English and become the rulers. They will
force the Brahmins and Kayasthas to carry human excrement. Just wait and see. Just a small request and a big
man came to pay a visit to the school. Do you think Panchu Babu is an ordinary man? He is a very close friend of
Collector Sahib. Anyone talking against the school would be sent to jail.”
In spite of a certain amount of exaggeration in Govind’s words, the people of the town had to acknowledge that
Panchu was not an ordinary man. An opponent of his school may not be jailed, but he could be certainly fined.
People were impressed by Panchu and even started respecting him. But, in order to save the face of the Brahmins
and the Kayasthas, they made a condition by way of a compromise that they would send their children to his
school if the low-caste children were made to sit separate from the high-caste children. The proposal had come
through Panchu’s mother and because of her insistence, Panchu had to allow such an arrangement.
Even today Panchu remembered how excited he had been—like a child—over his tremendous success. Patting
Ganesh on the back he had said:
“Ganesh, if you hadn’t come to me, there wouldn’t have been this school in our town.”
And the simple face of the child had glowed with pride and happiness. That simple face floated before
Panchu’s eyes.
“Today there is no Ganesh and there is no school!”
Panchu felt like breaking into bitter tears. Ganesh and the school were like the body and its life. Without one,
the absence of the other was also natural. Panchu was very agitated at the thought of his inability to bring back
Ganesh and revive the school. A feeling of protest rose within him.
Just as small children kick their feet and sulk in order to get what they want, Panchu, at that moment, longed
intensely to have Ganesh with him. His eyes searched for Ganesh all over the room. He felt as though Ganesh was
entering through the door. Ganesh was at all the desks. He was collecting pieces of chalk. Near the globe—yes, it
was Ganesh standing near the globe. He had set the globe spinning. Was the globe really spinning? He even saw
Ganesh emerge from the map. He felt Ganesh was coming towards him simultaneously from all sides.
“Sir …!
Panchu was startled. He looked back. No one. But it was definitely Ganese who had addressed him. Exactly
his voice.
Suddenly Panchu thought he heard a boisterous laugh. Panchu’s heart started beating fast. At the same time, he
felt himself going numb. His head swung sideways.
With all his might, he thumped on the table with his hands that were hanging behind the chair. Then, resting
the whole weight of his body on his palms, he tried with all his strength to raise his body. And stood up at last.
Bewildered, he darted out of the room. Looking towards the room from the verandah, he felt his heart still
pounding. He was breathing fast. Had he really seen Ganesh?
Panchu was awakened to reality. He pulled himself up with a reproach:
“Again you’ve allowed your mind to stray! No … no … But then, those sounds … and that face …!”
Panchu’s breathing slowed down. His heartbeats became normal.
“I was only imagining, nothing else. There was nothing at all, nothing …” He wanted to go back to the room.
But …
Suddenly Panchu turned round and saw the sunshine. It must be nearly half past three. Actually, it may be a
quarter to four. He should be going now. But what about these registers, papers?
“Oh, let them remain here. Who ever comes here?” The lock was kept on a desk a couple of steps away from
where he stood.
“I shall take it … yes, I shall go and pick it up. There’s nothing to worry,” he assured himself.
Panchu moved in with measured steps, and to his surprise, his courage prodded him to rush in and pick up the
lock. Then, with both hands, he pulled both the doors of the room and closed them. Panchu faintly smiled as he
closed the latch of the door.
“I got scared for no reason at all. Oh, no, I wasn’t in the least! It’s good that I’ve to go to Dayal Babu’s house. I
got up in time. Otherwise, I would be still sitting there lost in my own thought.” As he locked the door, he
thought:
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“Did Dayal Babu really promise me rice? Or have I imagined even that?”
But no, the zamindar had actually made that promise. With all the strength of his soul Panchu convinced
himself that Dayal Babu had really promised to give him rice.
And then, Panchu broke into a sudden laughter. …
78.319 A Hundred Mile Race\fn{by Balwant Gargi (1916-2003)} Neeta Khandan, Bathinda District, Punjab State,
India (M) 3
In a low thatched mud-hut, the peasants sat and discussed how they could get word to all the villages about
their urgent meeting. They asked me what they should do. I could not help them.
Suddenly a low timid voice startled us. “Please give me your message. I’ll take it.” He was a tough-looking
young man of about twenty in a frazzled shirt and patched carrot-colored shorts.
“To which village?” I asked.
“To all the villages,” he replied.
“All the villages! Do you know that the meeting is to be held tomorrow?”
“Yes, I know that,” he insisted. “There are only ten or twelve of them … the distance cannot be more than sixty
miles. I’ll cover it within a few hours.”
Did he mean it? I looked at him. His thick lips were like furrows in a freshly-ploughed field, and above them
spread the bluish down of a moustache which merged into a sprouting beard. He had a long neck, a thin belly like
that of a leopard and big knees, round like bronze shields. On his bulging calves there was no hair, only the
tattooed figures of two peacocks. His eyes were dull. How on earth could he cover sixty miles in a few hours?
Was it that he did not understand what we said?
Inder Singh, an old peasant with a brown gnarled beard, rapped my shoulder with his metallic hand and said,
“It is Boota Singh … from Bhagoo village. Don’t you know him? He can run a hundred miles at a stretch.”
“A hundred miles?”
“Yes. A hundred miles. When he runs he leaves the storm wind behind …”
“A hundred miles!” I was puzzled.
“Have you never heard the name of Boota Singh?” asked Inder Singh.
“Never.”
“Boota is the son of Rakho,” began Inder Singh. “He comes from my village. Soon after he was born, his
mother put him in a basket in the field where she was harvesting and went on with her work. The family lived in
one corner of the field under a tattered straw awning. Boota’s father guarded the crops from jackals, pheasants,
rabbits and other animals. One frosty night he died of pneumonia. Rakho lived in the field with her little son. She
got a small hill dog from a gypsy family. Soon the little puppy grew into a full-mouthed dog. Along with him
grew Boota. He would twist his tail and the dog would help and howl and romp about mischievously, playing with
Boota like an elder brother.
“Boota’s childhood was spent chasing camels, colts, jackals and squirrels. He would run after the rabbits
jumping over hedges, his dog at his heels. He became so agile that he could chase a rabbit, catch it, let it go and
catch it again. A rabbit can run four miles, a jackal about eight, a horse forty at the most and the fastest camel not
more than fifty miles. But Boota can run a hundred …”
“How long does it take him to cover that distance?” I asked.
“Twelve hours. A horse can run faster than Boota no doubt, but it cannot run a hundred miles at a stretch.”\fn
{The world track-and-field outdoor record for the 25,000 meter run is still held by Toshihiko Seko of Japan, who performed this feat in
1981 at Christchurch, New Zealand, covering the distance in about an hour and fourteen minutes. 25,000 meters = 15.53442798 miles. 100
mile = 160,934 meters.}

Inder Singh looked at me and said, “If you doubt my word you can test it. Give him the papers and he will
deliver them by tomorrow.” He turned to Boota and said, “Boota, my son! Take these messages and deliver them
to all the villages. Go, my lion.”
He handed Boota the letters, told him the names of the villages and gave him full instructions to deliver them
to the proper persons.
The following day, the secretaries of the peasants’ unions assembled at the appointed time for the meeting. I
asked each one of them individually, who had given them the message. Each one replied, “Boota brought it.”
After the meeting was over, Kumar Sain, the lawyer, Jugal Kishore, the retired headmaster, Ajmer Singh, the
judge, and a few others gathered around Boota and talked to him. We felt grieved that such a wonder was not
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known beyond his village.
“If Boota had a chance to go to London\fn{ Home of the British Empire Games (founded in 1930, and now called the
Commonwealth Games), held every four years; 54 of the 195 [now 196 (2017)] independent countries of the world may participate as
members of the British Commonwealth of Nations .} and run a cross-country race, he would make the name of the little

village of Bhagoo shine on the map of the world,” declared the headmaster.
“Our country is full of wonders,” added Kumar Sain. “We have great divers, wrestlers and hunters but they
waste their talent and die unknown.”
“If Boota can run a hundred miles, no power on earth can stop him from attaining world fame,” concluded the
judge.
An aged military havaldar said, “His Highness the Maharaja of Patiala is very found of games and sports. If
somehow we can get this news to the ears of His Highness, he will surely send Boota to an international athletic
tournament.”
A cunning, one-eyed petition-writer said, “Has anyone tested Boota to see if he can run a hundred miles?”
A bald-headed shop-keeper looked doubtfully at Boota and remarked, “A peasant’s sense of distance is very
vague. If a man runs as much as thirty miles, he believes he has run a hundred.”
“Why not arrange a race in our town,” suggested the headmaster. The distance round the big common meadow
is about 440 yards. If Boota completes four hundred rounds of this meadow, he will have run one hundred miles.
All of us will watch and enjoy it. After this we can plan his future.”
Everybody was thrilled by this proposal.
I asked Boota Singh if he would like to run around the meadow. He blinked his eyes and merely said, “As you
please.”
Maroo, the village drummer announced the news: “Listen, everybody! On Sunday morning at seven o’clock
Boota Singh, the famous runner, will run a hundred mile race. The people of the town are requested to visit the
common meadow and watch this wonderful spectacle.” Dum! Dum! Dum!
Early on Sunday people gathered in the meadow to see Boota Singh. He was wearing dull, khaddar shorts and
a flame-colored kerchief tied round his long black hair, which was rolled up on the top of his head into a big knob.
At seven, the retired headmaster, who acted as the referee, whistled and Boota started his solitary race.
People continued to arrive till eight o’clock. The headmaster sat watching Boota going round and round the
meadow with the same speed, in the same posture and with the same machine-like rhythm. The women came
flouncing their skirts and sat at one side of the meadow, gossiping about village scandals, deaths and births and
watching Boota going round and round.\fn{Much as the general ruck of people in England conduct themselves at a cricket
match.}
At noon Boota stopped, drank a jug of milk which the drummer brought for him, changed his drenched shorts
which were clinging to his body, combed his hair and twisted it into a ball on the top of his head, tied his kerchief
around it and again started running. He ran on till evening and finished four hundred rounds of the meadow by
six-thirty, half an hour before his scheduled time. The sun was setting. In its rays the wisps of Boota’s hair,
straggling from his flame-colored kerchief, looked like glowing feathers. His chest heaved and over his bronze
body perspiration streamed.
The crowd cheered him. Two people carried him on their shoulders to the bazaar. The news hummed through
the village. Boota said,
“It is God’s will. His strength runs in my bones. That’s how I could run this hundred miles.”
We gave the news to a local paper and made plans to send him to Patiala for an interview with His Highness.
On the third day, Boota’s mother came from the village. She was about sixty years old, a stout peasant woman
with thick lips like her son’s and small bleary eyes. She had come to take him back. We tried to convince her that
a great future awaited Boota, but she would not listen to us. She said, “I can’t look after the farm. Who will drive
away the jackals and rabbits from the crops? The old dog is dead. I am left with no one but my son. I can’t live
without him.”
“Old mother, your son is a world champion and you are hiding him in a field under your skirt. His place is not
in a remote village but in a city. The world must know about him. You are blocking his career. Don’t be selfish
and ignorant and foolish. Leave him with us,” we all implored.
She listened with distrust in her eyes and then repeated with a grunt, “I can’t live without my son. I must take
him back with me.”
But when the judge said that an interview with His Highness was being arranged, she agreed.
“Don’t worry, mother,” said Boota. “Soon I shall go across the seven seas and run a hundred miles race in
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London and then the whole world will know me. Then we shall be rich and I shall come back to the village. Only
I must have a chance to go to London.”
The following day she went back to the village, leaving her son.
He stayed with the retired judge at the outskirts of the town. The judge and his friends played bridge in the
afternoon and Boota sat alone outside on the veranda, lost in his thoughts. We had sent two letters, one to the
Officer of Sports in Patiala and the other to the Maharaja, and we awaited their replies. Early in the morning
Boota would run with his long wild strides to the Post Office to bring mail to the judge. Sometimes in the
afternoon he would race to the market and fetch betel leaves, cigarettes, ice or lemons for the people who played
cards. The number of those who gathered at the judge’s bungalow to see Boota dwindled. The aura of novelty
about him disappeared. Three weeks passed. Boota felt as if months had rolled by.
One day he said to me, “Sir, I know a man who was once in the court of the Maharaja of Patiala but now he is
staying at Faridkot. He knows the Maharaja very well. If I go to him, he can easily introduce me. Then I can make
my way.”
A week later Boota left for Faridkot.
After some time I heard that Boota had gone to Patiala. A long chain of references ultimately led him to the
Maharaja’s aide-de-camp, who promised to arrange an interview with His Highness.
Meanwhile the country was partitioned. I shifted to Delhi, and lost touch with Boota.
*
It was some time in the middle of 1948, the time of the integration of States into the Union.\fn{ The Union of
India, as the Republic was once referred to. By 1947, there were, outside the provinces of British India directly ruled by Britain, 565 Native
States, varying in size from a few acres to over 80,000 square miles (Hyderabad), internally sovereign and largely subsidized by the British
(who retained responsibility for their interstate and international relationships). When the British left, they ceased all their activities on
behalf of these territories, and by 1949, all of them had joined India or Pakistan, including Jammu and Kashmir (which is presently
partitioned (the result of military conflict) between India, Pakistan and China, India keeping about 45% of the land itself, but about 70% of
the population).} Sardar Patel, the Deputy Prime Minister, was touring the country, negotiating with the Princes.

I was in Patiala that day. There was a big procession. Sardar Patel and the Maharaja sat side by side in an open
car. People in multi-colored turbans lined the streets.
In the crowd I caught a glimpse of Boota. He was watching the car move sedately behind the military band
with its gleaming instruments and well-laced liveries.
I asked him what had happened to his interview. He said, “Just now the Maharaja is busy with important affairs
of State. When he is free, I shall have my interview.
I returned to Delhi and did not see Boota for two years. But I kept hearing bits of news about him. He waited at
Patiala for his interview. Each time some urgent State matter occupied the attention of the Maharaja. The aide-decamp asked Boota if he would like to take a job in Patiala instead of going back and forth to his village, wasting
time and money. At the first opportunity he would be granted an interview and be sent to the Olympics. This
appealed to Boota and he became a watchman in the Royal kitchen. His pay was like a stipend. He had little to do
but sit on a small stool, yawn and bask in the sun or roam about in the garden.
Once more his mother came to take him back to her village. But Boota, who had come to know the routine of
life in the town, with its delays and red-tape, asked her to return, assuring her that all their troubles would end as
soon as he got his chance to go to London. He gave the old woman his salary of the last three months. She tied it
in the fold of her skirt and went back to the village.
Boota stuck to his job. Often he felt tired of sitting. Unused to sedentary life, he would shoot off to the bazaar
or to the market on the slightest pretext and wander about. Once he stayed off duty the whole day. The matter was
reported to the manager of the household and then to the higher authorities. Boota was summoned, sharply
rebuked, and threatened that if he left his post again, he would be summarily dismissed. Then there would be no
possibility of his going to the athletic tournaments ever.
It frightened Boota. He blinked his timid eyes and promised to behave more responsibly in future. After the
warning he became punctual and cautious.
A year later, I went to Patiala to appear as a witness in a case before the judicial court. After a tiring day, I was
standing on the road, waiting for some conveyance when I saw a cycle-rickshaw slowly approaching. Beside it
hobbled an old woman with a stick. When the rickshaw came nearer I recognized Boota sitting in it. He was
wearing neat Khaki shorts and fine leather shoes. His shirt and turban were new. He greeted me with a smile and
the driver halted the rickshaw.
“How are you, Boota?” I asked.
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“By God’s grace and your kindness I am quite well, thank you,” he replied. “His Highness is away at Chail, his
summer palace. As soon as he comes back, I will be granted an interview. My name is at the top of the list … I
hear an athletic team is going to London in the autumn. I hope to be selected …”
I looked at him and asked why he was riding in a rickshaw.
The old woman heaved a sigh and moaned, “Oh, my son! My Boota was a free bird. Eternal sitting on a
watchman’s stool has been hard on him. Blood has curdled in his thighs and has gathered in his knees. Look, how
swollen they are! Oh, my heart!”
She beat her breast with her fists and wailed, “Now I am taking him to the hospitals to have his knees treated.”
I looked at Boota. His once shield-like knees were now puffed and bulging.
He looked at me wit his animal eyes. His lips opened like a freshly ploughed furrow and he said, “The doctor
is treating me with electric instruments. In a week my knees will be healed and I shall be able to run. Then Sir, I’ll
go to London and run a hundred miles race …”
The rickshaw slowly crawled along and I stood there watching the mother and the son till they were lost in the
distant curve of the road.
69.77 Flowers Are Not For Burning\fn{by Sachi Rautroy (1916-2004)} Gurujang, Khordha District, Orissa State,
India (M) 4
Jagu Tiadi, of Podabasanta, a Brahmins’ colony, leads the Kirtan party of the village, and takes pleasure in
playing, in season and out of season, on the drum which is a familiar accompaniment of that religious chorus. He
prefers smoking ganja (hemp) as a stimulant of hallowed tradition, and follows the trade of cremating dead
bodies. As an efficient undertaker who consigns corpses to ashes without a twinge of conscience, Jagu is wellknown in the entire area.
If a piping sound comes out of the dead body placed on the burning pyre or if the legs of the corpse become
stiff and are thrown upward on account of the blazing heat or if fluids ooze out of the intestines of the corpse and
threaten to extinguish the pyre, or if things take any awkward turn, all his comrades-at-cremation look up to Jagu
for help and advice.
At such times, Jagu, slightly overpowered by a strong dose of ganja, is perhaps found sitting at a little distance
somewhere on the cremation ground, dozing in the merry swaying manner. On being suddenly called to the rescue
of his colleagues, he gets up with a start, hastens to the pyre, pulls out a bamboo pole three cubits long and
administers to the dead body a couple or a quarter dozen of smart thrashings while shouting the phrase:
“A good beating for the naughty ghost.”
In consequence of the severe assaults committed on the corpse, either its skull breaks to pieces, or its brain
comes out with a mass of damp fluid that extinguishes the fire from a portion of the pyre. The wayward legs of
the corpse give way at the knee and bend down in a dangling fashion in the cleft of the stack of the half-burnt
firewood. On top of it all, the belly is burst asunder and the flaming tongue of the fire spreads on fast to the region
of the intestines, consuming easily all flesh, sinews, nerves and veins. And so the corpse is then reduced to ashes
in the twinkling of an eye!
Imagine a damp ground littered with heaps of ashes, consecrated winnow-fans, broom-sticks, cracked earthen
bowls, broken earthen jars, remnants of torn rags, severed nails of human fingers, and dismembered hair of the
head, pieces of human bones, skulls and skeletons, and dirty odds and ends, and you have before you the typical
cremation ground in the countryside where dead Hindus are consigned to fire.
Pleased with his own feats in the art of cremation Jagu leaves the burning ghat. He goes to the village tank,
and sits on its bank in a posture of calm and complacence. Then he sets himself to the task of massaging his body
with oil as a preparation for the purifying ablution. He strikes his thigh with the palm of his right hand, and utters:
“Let God be thanked that the cremation has passed off smoothly through his mercy.”
When epidemics like cholera or smallpox break out in the villages nearby, and the dead bodies of the
unfortunate victims pile up in every house, Jagu is in great demand. All the bereaved families flock to his place
and beg him for help. Some of them approach him with tears in their eyes, some hold out temptations of money,
and some try to win him over with the best of cajolery coupled with touching humility. Jagu listens to all the
supplicants with deep, studied gravity. But he keeps mum in a non-committal manner.
“Look here my good brother, a corpse had been lying in my house since yesternight. It has begun to rot and
stink. For God’s sake, do please help your poor bereaved neighbor.”
Before one finishes his sad story, another comes forward and puts in pleading gestures:
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“The dead body of the bride has been lying decomposed in a corner of the house for the last two days. Be good
enough to help me out of this predicament.”
Such are the specimens of numerous reports of bereavement and requests for necessary help, which Jagu
receives when epidemics ravage the village.
But no appeal, however moving it may be, weighs with Jagu where his fees are concerned. If a lump of opium,
an appreciable quantity of ganja and 25 naye paise are not given in advance, he would not budge an inch. Besides
these, the first meal after fasting occasioned by death in the family, the new dress provided on the tenth day to
those closely associated with the act of cremation, and invitation to dinners given to friends and relatives at the
end of the funeral rites are some of the additional benefits he would expect. When a wife predeceases her
husband, the act of her cremation is a substantially profitable deal for Jagu. If she comes of a well-to-do family,
her golden earrings and nose rings and the golden jasmine buds worn on her head are Jagu’s dues. But if she
belongs to a poor family the silver rings adoring\fn{ Perhaps adorning is meant.} her toes fall to Jagu’s share. Before
consigning the dead body of a woman to the burning pyre, Jagu carefully examines her person for any ornaments
that might have been left over. If there be any, he removes it and appropriates it to himself. When the act of
removal proves to be a tough job, Jagu gets annoyed and with clenched teeth, pulls the ornaments violently out of
the nose or the ears, as the case may be; this results in the tearing off of the nose and the ears of the corpse and the
smearing of its face with bluish blood that comes out of those injured parts. If the corpse is that of a pregnant
woman, Jagu would not carry the bier unless he is paid in advance a silver coin of the highest denomination.
When he is asked to reduce his fees, he threatens to move heaven and earth to see that the corpse rots in the house
leading to excommunication of the bereaved family, or incites his comrades-at-cremation to withhold cooperation.
On receiving a rupee as part-payment of his fees, Jagu lifts the bier and marches smartly in the village streets
carrying the weight of the departed woman, stepping to the tune of the funeral drum, and shouting the mournful
slogan:
“Ram Nam Satya Hai.”
The white sacred thread worn across his black marble-like body could then be seen shining in the light with an
uncanny glow.
The whole village resounds with the loud echoes of his solemn slogan. The women-folk rush out of the houses
and crowd in the streets. But the children feel scared and hide themselves in secluded corners of their respective
homes. In the cremation ground the washerman tears open the stomach of the corpse with a dragon-pin and brings
the embryo out of the womb. After this is done, Jagu digs two trenches, one close to the other and lays flat the
corpse of the mother and the dead embryo side by side. Sometimes he puts both on the pyre and sets fire to it. If
the pyre does not provide space for two, Jagu thrusts a huge poker into the embryo several times, and then rolling
up the completely-minced embryo into a ball, throws it into the burning pyre.
In this way Jagu supplements the annual yield of his ancestral lands by an additional income earned through
the business of burning dead bodies, and maintains himself and his family, meeting the multifarious demands of
existence.
No one ventures to criticize Jagu, openly, for such subsidiary occupation. In the village there is no experienced
Brahmin comrade-at-cremation other than Jagu. If one suggests a reduction in Jagu’s fees, Jagu stoutly defends
the rates prescribed by him with arguments to the effect that the remuneration paid to him is very low in relation
to the arduous nature of the job. He supports his arguments by instances of heroic acts of cremation done by him
in the past and asserts that in the art of cremation there is none second to him in the whole world.
A few of the innumerable tales of cremation illustrating Jagu’s heroic feats and which are very skillfully
recounted by him may be of interest to the reader. Once Jagu could successfully consign the corpse of the wife of
Narasingha Misra to fire at a time when it was raining cats and dogs. What was worse, while returning from the
cremation grounds on that occasion he encountered a live ghost in the form of a huge headless human body just at
the last limits of the Satgachia mango tope, a grove so called because of its formation by a clump of seven trees.
Again, one winter night while cremating the corpse of Natha Brahma who had died of dropsy, about two pitchers
of acidic fluids streamed out of the stomach of the deceased and nearly extinguished the flaming fire of the pyre.
But Jagu, not to be put out by such an untoward event, could with great presence of mind and resourcefulness
burn that impregnable corpse to ashes, in the end.
Any customer speaking to Jagu Tiadi for a while cannot avoid listening to his long experience and
extraordinary skill in cremating dead bodies. Every evening in the Bhagabat-ghar, the religion-cum-recreation
club of the village, Jagu Tiadi narrates to his friends, at least once, some tale of his adventure in the burning ghat.
In the evenings rendered dull and unpleasant by murky weather all the members sit closely round Jagu Tiadi
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expecting to hear such stories from him. After a deep puff at his pipe of ganja, Jagu coughs to clear his throat, and
the listeners infer that the expected tale will follow. Jagu then narrates with the skill of a master story-teller how
once, while returning from the burning ghat after cremating a pregnant woman, he saw a witch sitting on the
horned branch of a mango tree by the side of the village stream Muktajhar and giving her baby the customary
vapor-bath of the lying-in-room. The listeners sit huddled in awe and wonder, drawing closer to the wall.
In this way Jagu got along in life in that small colony of the Brahmins.
*
Once it was an autumn night. Clouds lay thick like blankets on the sky and had made the weather sultry since
evening. Jagu Tiadi with paintings of liquid lime on both the temples of his eyes as a cure for headache and
covering his head with a muffler, sat on the cemented platform erected in the middle of the main street of the
village, and was busy listening to the recital from the scripture called Harivansha. All of a sudden the whole
colony seemed to ring with a loud outburst of weeping. Someone who was returning home after purchasing his
daily need of betel-nuts and gum-powder from the neighborhood store announced that the daughter-in-law of the
old mother Jatia had died suddenly. In no time the news spread in the entire village. Jagu Tiadi was not entirely
sorry to hear the news that held out to him the prospect of some fair income.
People came out with varying reports about the cause of death. The women-folk started whispering to one
another insinuating adultery. One said that the woman who had just passed away had taken some drugs believed
to cause abortion and the poisonous thing resulted in hemorrhage and death.
Jagu Tiadi began to lose interest in the reports. He realized that he could not hope for handsome earnings
without facing the prospect of excommunication.
The old mother of Jatia lived only with her daughter-in-law. Her son had gone to Calcutta a month after his
marriage with the hope of securing suitable employment and sufficient income to liquidate his debt. Nothing had
been heard of him for the last three years. At first he used to write to his people at times. But for the last one year
he had stopped all correspondence without any possible reason. The Brahmin cooks returning to their native place
from Calcutta came with the report that Jatia lived in Matiaburuja of Calcutta, in illegal relationship with a
woman. The old mother had only the daughter-in-law left with her. But now she too had gone forever. And to add
insult to the injury, she had left a permanent slur on the family. Resting her head on her palm, the old woman kept
on sitting on the floor in stunned silence, and it seemed the will to survive had been completely drained out of her.
There would have been no end to her misery that day, if it were not for some of the elders of the village who
intervened in the matter and brought the situation under control. Though they rebuked Latia’s mother severely for
not keeping her daughter-in-law under control, they decided that the dead body should be disposed of at all costs,
for after all they had failed in their duty to admonish the erring girl in proper time, and death had now put her
beyond all the pin-pricks of the world. If in the alternative, information would be lodged at the police station at
Chhatia by the village Chowkidar, the village would be scandalized for all times to come. It should not be
forgotten that such a course of action would lower the prestige of each family and throw the character of all the
women-folk of the village open to question.
Jatia’s mother acknowledged to each one of them, in all humility and bowed head, the sympathies offered to
her in her extraordinary distress. Three or four stalwart young volunteers of the village came forward to carry the
corpse to the cremation ground. Ropes of straw were prepared, the bier was arranged, and winnow-fans, broomsticks, logs of dry wood, and earthen jars and pots were kept ready on the floor. They wrapped up the corpse from
top to toe with a cloth and bound it securely on the bier. Only a veteran comrade-at-cremation was wanting to
complete the required preparation. Every minute was precious. The dead body was to be burnt to ashes within half
an hour, as there was likelihood of common danger in case of delay. If the police got any scent of the matter, most
of the villagers would be arrested and taken to the police station. Mischief-mongers were not rare in the village.
The elders and betters were unanimous in that Jagu Tiadi must be called upon to help them. Without his
assistance and co-operation such a serious business could not be executed smoothly. A messenger was deputed to
Jagu, but the latter bluntly refused to have anything to do with the affair. He blurted out:
“I will not even touch the corpse of that adulteress, not to speak of carrying her dead body to the cremation
ground.”
All tried their utmost to persuade him but Jagu stuck to his principles in a seemingly irrevocable manner. After
some more coaxing and cajoling, they obtained his consent with the definite string that he would not be a party to
that sinful transaction without receiving in advance a fee of rupees five. All the hoarded treasures buried by Jatia’s
mother in a secret corner of her house were unearthed, but were found to be grossly inadequate for the necessary
funeral expenses. So Jagu’s demand appeared to be the last straw on the camel’s back. After considerable

627

persuasion it was settled that the small golden nose-ring worn by the deceased woman would go to Jagu as his
fees. Pleased at the bargain, Jagu Tiadi shouted loudly the customary funeral slogan:
“Ram Nam Satya Hai.”
The formal act of giving farewell to the departed soul with necessary fare for its heavenward journey was
solemnized. Jagu then dug a huge trench and laid the corpse flat on the pyre arranged over the trench. This done,
he removed the veil from the face of the deceased woman.
The golden ring adorning the nose of the dead feminine being appeared to be about a quarter-tola in weight. It
shone in a rare twinkle in the glimmering light of the hurricane lamp. The moon had also come out of the
dispersing clouds and spread a silver haze on the pale face of the dead woman.
“Hurry up good brother! Let us finish it all as quickly as possible. All our efforts will go in smoke, if the police
catch us red-handed.” His comrade-at-cremation kept on urging Jagu with these words.
Jagu stretched his hand to pull out the golden nose-ring. But he suddenly noticed that the pale face of the dead
woman looked like a faded lily in the moonlight. In the background of that lost splendor was the luxuriantly black
and curling hair of her head. It was almost an exact replica of the moon seeking for a place in the mass of dense
dark clouds in the sky overhead.
Jagu held back his hand spread out for pulling the nose-ring. Then he kept on looking at the pale moon of the
sky.
Jagu had cremated the dead bodies of many departed souls in that very cremation ground. But never before had
he felt the fury of such conflicting emotions. To pull out the nose-ring and disfigure that lovely face seemed to
him an act of sacrilege, for the golden nose-ring seemed to set off brilliantly the beauty of the Bride of Death
herself. It suddenly flashed across his mind that after a few months she would have stepped into the glorious stage
of womanhood—the stage of being a mother. She would have moved on from there to other important roles. But
alas! Nothing, nothing came her way! Who was the wretch responsible for this tragic waste?
Jagu Tiadi paused for long over the face of the dead woman, lost in thought. Forlorn was her life indeed. Not
only did she look forlorn now, in death; she appeared to have led a lonely life all along in her earthly career.
Probably she got fed up with her lonely and crippled existence and wanted to taste the joys of living for a change,
for which she was now a corpse at the point of cremation. Jagu discovered acute and unrelieved hunger in the
contours of that pale face.
His colleagues at the cremation ground got annoyed with Jagu for the delay. They threatened that they would
leave the place if he delayed further. Who would be answerable for the lapse if the police came? If Jagu was not
going to remove the golden ring from the corpse by way of receiving his fees, they would consign the dead body
to fire. He seemed to be keen on appropriating to himself the golden nose-ring. What was stopping him now from
doing what he wanted?
The sharp rebuke administered to him by his fellow-men brought him to a sense of reality. But he just could
not make himself pull out the nose-ring. And so he blurted out:
“How shamefully absurd! How could I possibly take home the nose-ring of this deceased female? Do you
forget that the dead woman had conceived in sin?” His comrades enquired:
“Will you then not accept the nose-ring? Are we to consign to fire the dead body as it is?”
Jagu Tiadi replied absent-mindedly:
“Yes, by all means! Please consign the corpse to flames! Throw it into the burning pyre! For God’s sake.
please see that every part of it is reduced to ashes.”
The funeral pyre blazed with a sudden burst of flame. Like a hungry voracious beast it pounced upon the
corpse to swallow it, as it were, in one gulp. The pale and fair flower got baked on the burning pyre and turned
black. Instant abscesses were formed on the body and layers of skin were peeled off, one after the other. Jagu
Tiadi watched the burning corpse in grim silence. The owl screeched from among the bushes round a young
Kochila tree. The light of the burning pyre revealed that there was agitation among a host of vultures huddled on
the top of some tall trees at a distance. Swarms of dragon-beetles that lived in the sandy soil of the cremation
ground hopped out of the patch of fire. And from beyond the paddy fields nearby came the piercing howl of a big
male-jackal. The developing darkness added a new dimension to the scene of filth, ashes, charcoals, bleached
bones and skulls. The stink of burning flesh wafted by breeze, spread over the entire cremation ground.
*
The following remarks intended for Jagu’s hearing were made by the funeral party:
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“You have indeed acted wisely and preserved the sanctity of your home by not accepting the golden nose-ring
of that adulteress. If you had, great evil might have befallen you. It is divine justice that she should have died
while trying to kill the child in her womb.”
Jagu heard these remarks while surveying the burning remains of the body, and spoke out, visibly annoyed:
“Don’t you sit in judgment on others, please!”
234.205 Excerpts from Folklore of Rajasthan\fn{by Lakshmi Kumari Chundawat (1916-2014)} Deogarh, Rajasamand
District, Rajasthan State, India (F) 9
1: A Mango With A Difference
A king had a pet whom he called Atmaram. Keeping it in a. gilded cage, he gave it good things to eat with his
own hands.. The bird was so happy that it danced to his tunes. Sometimes the king would take it out on his finger
and talk to it for hours.
One day when the king was chatting with his pet on the terrace of his palace, a swarm of parrots passed over
his head. Finding Atmaram eating dry fruits with the hands of the king, one of the parrots in the horde said,
“Look, here, how lucky is this parrot? He eats what he likes and plays in the lap of a king and lives in a gilded
cage.” To this, one of the parrots in the swarm, who heard this remark, said,
“So you call him lucky? Being under arrest and knowing not what freedom is, it is the most unfortunate of us
all. He can in no way stand our comparison. We go wherever we please, we visit beautiful gardens and fresh
springs, we eat fruits and vegetables of all climes unknown to it. We are going to the Kajli forest where we shall
roam over the hills and mountains and visit unknown countries. We shall give birth to our offspring and multiply
our family. How do you compare our lot with this king’s parrot who is doomed to die without any progeny?”
Atmaram heard the parrot above talk like that, its eyes became moist. Finding it sad, the king said to its pet,
“Atmaram, what is it that makes you weep?”
Atmaram then narrated before the king what it had just heard from the flying parrot. Then, with its eyes still
moist. it said to the king,
“If you permit, I may also accompany them to the Kajli forest and come back when I have enjoyed the journey
with them thoroughly.” Readily permitting it to do so, the king said.
“Please yourself by all means if you so desire but when will you come back?” Atmaram sought his leave for
two years which was willingly granted to him.
Now Atmaram joined the swarm of the parrots and began to share their joy by eating all sorts of strange things
and visiting different gardens in different countries. It also married a she-parrot which, in due course, gave birth to
its offspring. Atmaram played with them and flew about with them cheerfully. While thus enjoying life, Atmaram
was always on the look out for a peculiar thing to be carried with it to be presented to the king.
One day, the swarm of parrots occupied a mango tree. The fruit of this tree possessed a unique quality in that
whosoever ate the mango of this tree became young. Atmaram, therefore, said to itself,
“This mango is the very thing I should like to present the king with. By eating this mango, he will also become
young.”
*
So saying, it tied the seed of a mango of this tree to its neck, and bidding farewell to its family, it flew back to
the king. Presenting the mango seed to the king, Atmaram said,
“Sir, I have brought for you a unique gift which will please you immensely. If you get this seed sown carefully,
it would yield fruit which, when you eat the same, will make you young."
No sooner the king heard these words, he sent for the gardener and giving him the seed, he asked him to sow it
carefully in his garden. That done, the gardener began to take extraordinary care of the plant which soon grew up
into a tree. In due course, it bore fruit, the sight of which pleased the gardener immensely. One day, the gardener’s
wife said to her husband,
“As we have received an invitation to join the marriage of my brother, you should proceed forthwith to
participate in the celebrations.” The gardener said,
“What the hell you mean by asking me to go there when it is time for me to present the king with the ripe
mango for which I have been waiting all these days? Now when it is the time to expect a rich reward from the
king, you are asking me to go to join your brother’s marriage procession.”
But since the gardener's wife meant what she said, she again insisted upon her husband to do as she desired
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him to do. She said,
“Don’t you think I can look after the tree in the same way as you have done hitherto? I will sleep under the tree
and will not allow the mango to fall down. As soon as it ripens on the branch, I shall carry it in the presence of the
king as desired by you.”
The poor gardener had to give way, faced as he was, by an unyielding wife who would listen to no logic. When
he had left, his wife arrived under the tree to keep watch over it for the night. When she was drowned in sleep, by
chance, the ripe mango fell down on the earth. Curiously enough, a cobra happened to be sitting close by and
seeing the mango, it hastened towards it and began to suck its juice replacing it with its poison. No sooner it did
so, it became young.
In the morning, the gardener’s wife. picked up the mango and, putting it in her basket with flowers, she went to
the palace and presented the king with this much coveted fruit. When the mango arrived, the king, with a smile on
his face and looking towards Atmaram, said to it,
“Atmaram, shall I really become young by eating this mango?” Atmaram said,
“Do eat it please. You will know its wonderful quality in no time.” No sooner the king was about to eat the
mango, one of his nobles, praying the king said,
“If it pleases your majesty, this mango, being the first fruit of the tree, should be given out in charity.”
Agreeing to the suggestion, the king sent for a Brahamin, and when he arrived, he presented him the fruit
asking him to eat the same in his presence. No sooner the poor Brahamin ate the mango he fell down dead before
the king. Seeing this horrible tragedy staged under the very eyes of the king, he became very angry upon his pet
and said,
“Look here, this is how Atmaram, whom I have loved so much and fed with my hands all along, meant to kill
me.” As soon as the king's men saw this terrible scene, they took the parrot out from its cage and strangled it to
death, saying,
“It is no use keeping such a killer in the house who had brought the seed of such a poisonous fruit to kill the
king.”
Frightened by the incident, now no one touched the fruit of this mango tree.
*
In the town, there lived an old washerman who was at daggers drawn with his own son and his wife. One day,
the old washerman’s daughter-in-law said to her husband,
“All men die except this old crazy idiot.”
The washerman, not being able to put up with the way in which his wife had insulted his old father, decided to
end his life by eating the forbidden mango fruit. He went into the garden and picking up a mango, he sucked its
juice. No sooner he did so, to his great amazement, he became unbelievably young. When the king knew of it, he
sent for the mangoes and having eaten one of them, he also became quite young. Others around him also tasted
the fruit and became young.
Now the king began to repent for what he had done. He recalled how faithfully his pet had served him, but
what was now the use of lamenting over something which could not be regained?
2: A Man Is Known By The Company He Keeps
Having dispatched their caravan consisting of several beasts of burden carrying their goods, a Lakhi Banjara
and his wife were following them chatting all the way along. Both of them were sitting on the back of an elephant.
In the surrounding jungle, they noticed a herd of cattle grazing under the care of a shepherd. The shepherd, having
become thirsty, was seen licking water at a brook in the manner of an animal. Seeing him thus behaving like an
animal, the Banjara turned to his wife, and, pointing to the shepherd, he said,
“This is what we call a complete transformation of a human being into an animal.” But his wife, disagreeing
with this view, said,
“I don’t think it is so. It is merely a manifestation of a habit acquired in the company of animals.” But the
Banjara, again insisting on what he had already said, continued,
“It is not merely a question of the company he keeps, his instincts, thoughts and feelings are exactly a replica
of the animals he moves about with. So he is now a 100\fn{ The text has cent} percent animal without any spark of a
human being.”
But the Banjara’s wife was not a woman to acknowledge her defeat so easily. Pressing her point further, she
said,
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“How do you say that he is an animal when he is the offspring of a human being? As for his habits, which
resemble those of animals, are only due to the fact that he moves about in their company. Given better
opportunities and better conditions of work, he can also excel himself in his work as we have done in our own. He
can also amass wealth by establishing a flourishing business as we have done.” Not being able to digest, the
remarks made by his wife, the Banjara, becoming somewhat enraged, said to her,
“What do you say? Do you mean to say that this animal of a man is capable of distinguishing himself in trade
as I have done? Impossible!” Finding her husband arrogant and stubborn on a simple matter like this the Banjara’s
wife, rather provokingly, said to him,
“I do mean every word of what I have said. This shepherd, whom you call an animal, given suitable
opportunities and agreeable conditions of work, can not only prosper in trade as you have done but he can even
rule over men like you.”
But the Banjara was still far from convinced. Then in the same adamant tone, he said to his wife, .
“Can you make him capable and worthy if I allow you to give him your company?”
“Why not,” his wife replied.
“Then go ahead. Let me see how you transform him into a distinguished worthy by your company,” the
Banjara concluded apparently in great disgust and then dismounting her from the elephant, he left her behind in
the jungle.
*
Finding herself thus deserted, the Banjari, for a while, could not make up her mind how to handle the situation.
Then she proceeded towards the shepherd. The shepherd, seeing a woman richly dressed and putting on heavy
gold ornaments approaching him, was half in the mind to run away from there. But when the Banjari, called him
politely, he went close to her. Then she accompanied him to his house and soon set about setting the dingy house
in order.
She took the management of the kitchen in her own hands. She ordered fresh provisions and prepared good
dishes for the shepherd who, from now on, began to regard her as his own mother. She got him new clothes, and
getting him a slate and a pencil, she daily devoted two to three hours in teaching him all sorts of things.
In a few days, the shepherd could read and write. In due course, she got him a horse which, shepherd as he
already was, he soon learnt to ride efficiently. In the evening she told him heroic tales dealing with brave and
noble deeds performed by the ancestors.
In due course, the shepherd, dressed up smartly, began to attend the King’s Court on his horse back. There he
learnt many new mannerisms and acquainted himself with the court etiquette. In the evening, he daily related his
experiences to his adopted mother who encouraged him for all the good he had done at the same time pointing his
weaknesses and drawbacks so that he might not repeat the same in future.
*
One day the King went out for hunting accompanied by his retinue. The shepherd also accompanied him along
with others on his horseback. Tracking a pig without any apparent success, the king covered a very long distance,
so much so that all his men deserted him leaving him in a lurch. But not so the shepherd, who, facing all the odds,
continued to follow the king to the end.
The king’s horse was dreadfully tried and so was he himself, Finding himself thus left alone, he became
enraged with the courtiers who accompanied him and who always pretended to be his faithful followers. At the
same time he was greatly touched to see this shepherd who did not enjoy any court patronage and yet followed
him to the very last at great personal risk to his person.
The shepherd, finding the king in rather an awkward situation, did all he could to make him comfortable.
Spreading a carpet before him, he requested the king to take rest. In the meanwhile, he fanned him to dry up his
perspiration. Then he filled a glass of water from his hunting kettle and offered it to the king. He then took out
some sweetmeat from a small container which he carried with him and gave the same to the king. That done, he
prayed to the king,
“Now that it is dark, it is not possible for us to trace our way back home. Since you are tired, you better go to
sleep. I will keep a watch all the night with my naked sword.”
The next day, the king arrived in the capital, accompanied by the shepherd. Pleased by the excellent services
rendered by the shepherd, the king said, to him,
“Ask me for anything you please.”
“Sir, I shall let you know what I desire tomorrow after consulting my mother,” the shepherd replied.
Reaching home, he narrated his experience with the king to his mother. When he asked her as to what should
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he beg of the king in view of his gracious offer, she said,
“You request him to appoint you the tax collector of this city.” The next day when the shepherd appeared
before the king, he prayed to him saying,
“If it pleases your Highness, I may be made the Tax Collect of this city.” His request was granted and his
appointment was officially notified for the information of the public.
*
There are some things which we all learn from books. There are others that are taught to us by the profession
we are in. The shepherd soon acquired guts to function as the most efficient officer, so much so, that all the big
traders, who passed that way, began to flatter him and look upon him as a man of great consequence. One day the
Banjari said to him,
“If ever a Banjara of such and such description comes to you, you do not allow him to pass without bringing
this fact to my notice.”
After some months, it so happened, that the same Banjara chanced to visit this city, carrying his vast fortune on
the backs of his animals. As he had to pay the custom duty on his goods to the authorities of the city, he appeared
before the shepherd, now the Tax Collector, and said,
“As I have to go ahead on an urgent mission, I request you kindly to relieve me soon after taking your due
tax.”
Finding this Banjara of precisely the same description as was given to him by his mother, he rushed home
without giving any adequate reply to the Banjara, and said to his mother in sheer excitement,
“The Banjara of whom you spoke to me some months back has arrived in the city.” To this the Banjari said,
“You do not accept his tax easily. Let him run about you for two or three days.”
The next day the Banjara again appeared before the Tax Collector but pretending to be very busy otherwise,
the Collector paid him no attention. Eager as the Banjara was to go ahead, since every day’s stay meant a great
loss to him, he did not know what to do. He began to think in terms of bribing the Tax Collector so as to save
himself from further losses on account of his enforced stay.
Thus in mind, the next day, the Banjara presented himself before the Tax Collector at his house. Then with
folded hands, he said to him,
“Sir it would indeed be very kind of you if you relieve me soon. I have already suffered a heavy loss in these
two days. If I do not convey my goods at the proper destination in time, I have only to look forward to further
losses. Therefore, please be good to set me free so that I may resume my onward journey.”
In the meanwhile, the shepherd's mother who had been all the while listening to the moanful pleadings of the
Banjara, sent for the Tax Collector to see her for a moment. When the Tax Collector was about to go in, the
Banjara, of his own accord, got up and with a view to flatter him, took the shoes of the Collector and helped him
in putting them on with his own hands. At this dramatic moment, when the Banjari saw the shoes of the shepherd
in the hands of her husband, she appeared on the scene and snatching the shoes from his hands said,
“This is about enough to teach you a lesson.” Stunned ay the sight of his wife at such an unexpected place, the
awe-struck Banjara cried in sheer astonishment,
“How are you here?”
“I am here to show you that the same shepherd, whom you once called an animal, is capable of ruling over
men like you. Has he not, as a result of good company, compelled you to take his shoes in your hands?”
3: Four Wise Brothers
Once upon a time, there lived four brothers in a village. All of them were very famous for their wisdom, so
much so, that they became an object of curiosity for others. Each brother excelled the other in the domain of
wisdom.
One day all the brothers decided to go abroad to earn, so that, apart from amassing wealth, they might also
make a name in distant parts of the country. They felt that it only behooved the farmers to stay at their homes. The
wise always explored new avenues and made fresh conquests in the field of commerce. This in mind, they left
their house on their horses.
While on their way, they noticed the footprints of a she-camel. Seeing these, one of them said,
“These footprints seem to be that of a she-camel.” The other said,
“You are absolutely right, these are the foot- prints of a she-camel who is blind in the left eye.” Then the third
brother, corroborating what the other two had said, remarked,
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“Both of you are correct, The she-camel seems to have carried two persons on its back, one male and the other,
female.” The fourth brother, who was also no less wise, said,
“All of you are right, except for one more fact, which all of you have ignored, and it is that the female rider on
the camel is pregnant.”
Although all the brothers had wisely predicted their opinions, they became anxious to verify the soundness of
their judgment. They, therefore, chased the she-camel on their horses. When the male rider of the she-camel came
to know that he was being hotly pursued by four horsemen, he got frightened and soon entered a village on the
road side to protect himself. Approaching the ruler of the village in obvious excitement, he said to him,
“Sir, finding four horsemen chasing me vigorously and suspecting them to be highwaymen, I have sought
shelter in your village.” Having heard him out, the ruler of the village called his Kotwal and said to him,
“Go and find out whether these horsemen are dacoits or only travelers.”
In the meanwhile, the four brothers were just entering the 'village. The Kotwal stopped them and said.
“Who are you? Where are you coming from and where do you propose to go?” The brothers said,
“We belong to a village close by and we have set out to engage ourselves in amassing wealth.” Finding all the
four brothers belonging to a respectable family, the Kotwal, advising them politely, said,
“Wise and intelligent men are always in demand. You meet our ruler for he needs the services of such men.”
So saying, the Kotwal took them before his ruler who enquired from them the cause of their chasing the camel.
To this, the elder brother, bowing before the ruler, politely said,
“Sir, finding the foot-prints of a camel on our way, we predicted our opinions, each in his own way, saying that
the footprints were those of a she-camel, that it was blind in the left eye, that it carried two persons on its back,
one male and the other female and that the female riding the camel was pregnant. The purpose of our chasing the
camel was to verify our predictions.” Getting interested in their talk, the ruler sent for the camel owner and when
he arrived, he asked him,
“Where had you been?” The camel owner said,
“Sir, I had gone to fetch my pregnant wife on my she-camel.” The ruler then again said, to him,
“Is your she-camel blind in the left eye?”
The owner of the camel admitted the fact. Greatly astonished, the ruler then turned to the four brothers and
asked them to tell him how they predicted these things with such admirable accuracy. To this, the eldest of them
said,
“Sir, since the camel urinated while moving on her way, I concluded that she must be a she-camel.” Then the
second brother said,
“Sir, I noticed that the she-camel had eaten bushes all along the route on the right hand side leaving those on
the left altogether untouched. From this I concluded that she must be b1ind in the left eye.” Then the third brother
said,
“Sir, it appeared to me that both the riders on the she-came had got down at a certain place leaving behind their
footprints. From watching these footprints I concluded that one of these must be those of a male and the other of a
female.” When the three brothers had given their versions, the ruler, turning to the fourth brother said,
“What made you imagine that the female was pregnant?” The fourth brother then said,
“Sir, when I watched these footprints I noticed that of the two pairs of footprints, one of them was rather
heavily impressed on the earth than the other and from this I concluded that the female rider might be pregnant.”
*
The ruler of the village, after hearing them out, was greatly impressed by their almost matchless wisdom. He
gave them a handsome salary and employed them in his own service. That done, the ruler enquired from them if
they possessed any other extraordinary abilities. To this, the eldest brother said,
“Sir, whenever I sit in the company of others, I sit in such a way that no one dare insult me by asking me to
leave my place.” The second brother said,
“Sir, I am a good judge of dishes.” The third brother said,
“Sir, I am a good judge of beddings.” The fourth brother said,
“Sir, I possess the rare gift of reconciling the disgruntled in love.”
Having heard the special quality which each of these brothers possessed, the ruler decided to put them to test.
One day, when all his courtiers were sitting on a carpet, the ruler suddenly asked the servants to remove the
carpet. When the carpet was being removed, all of them got up but the eldest brother, who had been sitting on the
fag-end\fn{The least part} of the carpet, only brushed aside a little of it which he occupied and kept on sitting
without leaving his seat.
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The ruler then ordered a sumptuous dinner and invited the four brothers to join him. When the dinner was over,
he asked the four brothers as to how they liked it. All the three brothers spoke highly of the excellent dishes, but
the second brother said to the ruler,
“Sir, if you pardon me, I would like to say that the rice seemed to be stained with the urine of a cow.”
Hearing this, the ruler called the head cook before him. When he arrived the ruler demanded an explanation
from him regarding what one of the brothers had just said about the rice. To this the bead cook humbly said,
“Sir, when I was returning home after my shopping, it began to rain heavily in the way. I, therefore, took
shelter under a cow-shed placing my luggage on the ground. In the night I noticed a cow urinating on my
belongings. I washed the rice time and again but it is just possible that it might have retained the stink.”
The ruler became immensely happy when he heard this explanation. Then with a view to test the third brother,
he asked one of his servants to provide him with excellent beddings. The ruler’s command was duly complied
with but next morning, when the third brother met the ruler, he said to him,
“Sir, the beddings were very good except for the tail of a rabbit in the quilt which struck deep into my back.”
Hearing this, the ruler sent the quilt in question and got it opened before his own eyes. To his utter surprise, he
found a tail of a rabbit in it.
Now the ruler decided to examine the talent of the fourth brother who indicated that he could reconcile the
angrily parted. He tutored his queen to go and live in the garden and pretend as though she had deserted him as a
result. of a quarrel between them. He also told her not to yield to the requests of the fourth brother who would be
sent to placate her.
As decided, when the queen left the ruler and occupied the garden, her husband sent for the fourth brother and
said to him:
“I am utterly in need of your help. The queen has deserted me after a quarrel between us. Can you bring her
back to me from the garden?” To this, the fourth brother said,
“My master, I will bring her back in no time.”
So saying, the fourth brother left for the village garden on his horse back carrying with him certain articles
which are needed to accompany a marriage proposal. When he was passing by the side of the garden, the queen
sent for him and asked him as to where he was going? He said.
“As the ruler has decided to take another wife, I am going to finalize the proposal of marriage.” The astonished
queen said to him,
“Is it so?” To this, the clever and the youngest brother said,
“Don’t you smell a rat in being so suddenly packed out of the palace?”
Frightened at the prospect of being deserted by her husband, the queen said, “I would not take a moment’s risk
any further. Let me go with you, here and now,” and so saying she jumped into her chariot and rushed back to her
palace, the youngest brother running ahead of her on his horseback. As soon as he reached the palace, he ran
towards the ruler and said to him,
“Sir, I have brought back the queen duly reconciled.”
No sooner the ruler heard this, he came out to see whether the last of the brothers had actually succeeded in his
mission. He saw that the queen was actually getting down from her chariot. The queen hastened towards her
husband and scolding him severely said,
“This is how you meant to deceive me. If you take a second wife, I would not let you go out of the palace for a
single moment.”
The ruler tried to pacify her, but could she be convinced?
4: The Clever Woman
A king had an ignorant and a stupid prince. He was the spoilt child of his parents. He had sworn that if ever the
married, he would take his meals after striking his wife on the head twice with his shoe. Whenever a proposal for
his marriage came, he told the messengers of his vow. Under the circumstances, all those who came with such
proposals returned empty handed for who would like to be thus openly insulted?
In the neighborhood, there happened to live another king. He had a daughter, who, both in beauty and
cleverness, had no rival. When she came to know of the stupid prince’s vow, she said to one of her maids:
“If a woman is clever, she will never submit to the prince’s cruelty for a single day.” When the maid heard this,
she said mockingly,
“Such a clever woman is none other than your own good self. Why don’t you marry him and display your
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genius?”
This remark struck the princess’ heart. Trying to rise up to the occasion, she sent a word to her father saying,
“If it pleases you, I am ready, to marry this so called stupid prince.” The king, unable to gauge what his
daughter meant by marrying a stark stupid prince, said,
“Dear daughter, have you gone crazy? The prince had taken a vow to strike his wife’s head twice with his shoe
before taking his meals. How can I entrust you to the care of a stupid and crazy fellow?” But the princess,
dauntless as ever before, said,
“If I have even a spark of intelligence in me, I will not submit to his stupidity for a single day.”
The king again tried to dissuade the princess from her resolve, but it was all in vain. Then he said,
“Let her have her own way. Send the proposal of marriage.”
*
The prince, gladdened by the acceptance of his condition, soon arrived to marry the princess. As soon as he
arrived at his father-in-law’s, he took out his shoe with a view to strike the head of his prospective wife with it.
But the princess, objecting the prince, came forward and said,
“We have not been married yet. You may please yourself after we have become man and wife.”
Soon after, the marriage ceremony was performed. No sooner was it over, the prince again took out his shoe to
fulfill his vow. But the clever princess, again crying halt, said,
“Fort the moment, I am in my father’s house. You may do what pleases you when you take me away to your
house.”
The prince withdrew his hand and asked for leave from his father-in-law. When it was granted. he reached
home with his newly wedded wife. As soon as he reached his home, he again displayed the same craze. But the
ever resourceful princess said,
“For the moment, I depend upon my father-in-law for my needs. You would be entitled to have your say only
when you begin to earn and support me.”
This remark dug deep into the heart of the prince. He went to his father and said,
“I beg your leave to be permitted to go out to earn.”
The king persuaded him not to take this hazard but finding his son unyielding, he allowed him to please
himself. Carrying a huge purse containing gold coins, the prince left the house.
In the way, he chanced to stay at a village which was notorious for being the home of dacoits. The dacoits,
finding a handsome and wealthy looking victim in their midst, caught hold of the rein of his horse and said,
“How can your honour pass through our village without accepting our feast which we have organised in your
honour. You are our distinguished guest. Your father has all along been very kind to us.”
Being thus profusely flattered, the prince accepted their invitation. The dacoits gathered together and served
the prince a sumptuous dinner. When the feast was still in progress, one of the dacoits said,
“I seem to have lost my gold cup.” On bearing this, those present at the feast, obviously suspecting the prince,
created a sort of pandemonium shouting,
“Who has taken it? Where can it go? Let us search, it may be that this prince might have taken it.” Greatly
agitated at this wanton charge, the prince said,
“Why should I take your gold cup. I have not even seen what it is like.” Then one of the dacoits shouted,
“The host says that it is none other than the prince who has taken it.”
Those present on the scene soon decided to call the headman of the village to settle the matter in dispute. The
headman said that if the gold cup was found with the host, he would have to part with all his wealth in favour of
the prince. In the same way, if the prince was found guilty, the host would be entitled to confiscate all the wealth
on his person. Both the host and the prince agreed to this condition.
Accordingly, a search was made, and as would be expected in a village infested with dacoits, the cup was
found on the person of the prince tied to an end of the prince’s outer garment. This being the case, the prince’s
purse containing gold coins was snatched by the dacoits and he was turned out of the village.
What could the poor prince do under such circumstances? With what face would he go before his father? He,
therefore, decided to become a wood-cutter. He sold head-loads of wood and somehow kept his body and soul
together.
In the meanwhile, a spy let loose by his wife to watch the movements of her husband, recognized the prince in
his state of utter poverty. He rushed to the princess and told her about the present condition of the prince. Finding
her husband thus surrounded in a whirlpool of misery, the princess sent word to her father-in-law, the king,
saying,
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“I beg leave of you to be permitted to go on a pilgrimage.”
Having obtained his permission and taking one or two trusted men with her, the princess started for the voyage
in the guise of a man. In a few days, she also reached the same village of the dacoits.
Trained as the dacoits were in the ways of molesting people, they were gladdened at the sight of another rich
victim when they saw the princess (now in the guise of a man) passing through their village. They met her in the
way and requested her to accept their hospitality for the night. When the feast was still on, the host, as before,
succeeded in tying his gold cup to an end of the princess’ outer garment. The princess, who already knew this
trick, without being observed, unfastened the cup and hid it under the carpet. As planned before hand, the dacoits
created the same fuss and confusion about the loss of a gold cup and blamed the princess for having stolen it. A
search was accordingly made and this time the gold cup was found concealed under the carpet of the host.
The princess thus took possession of all the considerable wealth belonging to the host, She then rented a house
in the same village and began to live like an aristocrat. Being impelled by a charitable motive, she asked her
cooks to provide meals to all the poor who happened to pass that way and desired to take advantage of her bounty.
Apart from this, she herself kept an eye on all those visiting her kitchen.
Once it so happened that the prince, afflicted with hunger and thirst, passed that way. He was dressed in torn
and dirty clothes. A mere fragment of cloth was on his head for his turban and it appeared that he had not shaved
for days together. In his hand, he carried an axe and a piece of string. No sooner he sat down to have his bite at the
meals, the princess at once recognised him. When he had finished his meals, the princess called him in and said,
“Are you prepared to serve here?” The prince said,
“I am prepared to serve in whatever way it pleases you.”
The princess then sent for a barber and asked him to shave the prince, massage him and give him a good bath,
Then she gave the prince new clothes to wear. The princess then collected his torn and dirty clothes, his hair, the
axe and the string and packed them into a box. After a few days, gifting her box on the eve of her departure, the
princess said to the prince,
“I am going back to my village. I am giving you this box containing all my wealth as a parting gift.” So saying,
the princess left the village.
No sooner the prince came into the possession of this unexpected wealth, he regained his previous enthusiasm.
He sent word to his father saying,
“I am coming back after fulfilling my mission.” Reaching home, obviously in great excitement, he met his
parents in haste and then hurried towards the apartments of his wife. No sooner he entered the apartment, he took
out his shoe to strike the head of his wife. But the princess, intervening him, said,
“By all means you please yourself but first let me see what you have brought in that box.”
The prince soon opened the box but when he placed it before her, he was stunned to find in it his own torn and
dirty clothes, his hair and his axe.
Feeling awfully ashamed, he fell into the feet of the princess and requested her not to reveal the secret to
anyone otherwise he would be nowhere. There after the prince never thought in terms of striking his wife’s head
with his shoe.
5: Wisdom In Uniform
A king had a Diwan who was an expert diplomat. Both the king and the people were immensely pleased with
him. Unfortunately, after a brief illness, he died.
His untimely loss was mourned by sections of the people, for what else could be done against the decrees of
God? Since the Diwan had only left behind a minor son, the king allowed his brother to step into his (Diwan)
shoes for want of a better hand.
No sooner the brother of the late Diwan was appointed to take his place, he became swollen-headed and
power-drunk. Daily, before going to the court, he made it a point to pause for a while before the house of the late
Diwan with a view to tease his widow by twisting his moustache and coughing in pride before her to to indicate
that he now occupied the exalted office which her husband once graced.
There was no end to the poor widow’s sorrow when she saw this sight. She gave up her food and her health
soon began to decline. A few years passed away in this way.
In the meanwhile, her son grew older but he was unable to understand why his mother’s health was fast failing.
He always remained very gloomy and concerned about his mother’s poor health. One day he asked his mother
politely,
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“Mother, what is wrong with you? Why are you fast exhausting? Apparently I see that you are not a victim of
any disease. Shall I take you to a doctor?” The mother replied,
“Dear child, no doctor knows the remedy of my ailment. Only the God or I know what is wrong with me.” But
when the son insisted on knowing the cause of her poor health, she said,
“You see me tomorrow morning when I will show you the cause of my ailment.”
Next morning, as usual, while on his way to the court, the Diwan paused for a while before the house of his
late brother, coughed with pride and twisted his moustaches. Then, pointing to her son the insolent behaviour of
his uncle, the widow said,
“This is the ailment I suffer from. I can only recover if you somehow succeed in snatching this Diwanship
back from him.”
*
Being an intelligent son of an intelligent father, the son soon realized the situation. The very next day, he
presented himself in the king’s court where he found an assembly of learned men—poets, artists, generals, and the
like. Learned talks pertaining to literature and politics were in progress. Finding a suitable opportunity, the minor
son of the late Diwan, with due respects, questioned one of the learned men if he could remove his doubt relating
to a problem which had been taxing his mind. When the permission was granted, he said,
“It is often said that the successes of life are achieved by a man with the help of his intellect. But where does
this intellect live?”
For a moment, the whole assembly was silent. It was a new and an intelligent question. Then with a view to
overcome the awkward situation, one of them pointing towards the Diwan, said,
“Diwanji, let us see what have you to say in reply to this question.” The king also soon joined saying,
“Diwanji is the fittest man to answer this question.”
The Diwan was stunned to find himself faced with a tight situation. Not being able to find any answer at the
moment, he said apologetically,
“My master, allow me to give this answer tomorrow.”
On his way home, he first went to his brother’s house, and angry as he already was, he scolded the widow of
his brother and her son, who, in his opinion, had created an awkward situation for him in the court by asking that
silly question. Hot with rage, and reprimanding his brother’s son severely he shouted,
“What made you visit the king’s court? And even if you did, why did you ask that question thereby creating a
lot of trouble for me?” To this, his nephew replied,
“Kaka, what is there to worry about this little question which has so simple an answer.”
“What is its answer?” the Diwan stormed.
“Kakaji, the intellect lives on the lips. No sooner a man speaks a few words, we can at once gauge his
intelligence,” the nephew concluded.
The next morning, the Diwan reached the court and assuming a high degree of intelligence told the learned
audience that intellect lived on the lips of men.
Satisfied by the appropriate answer, the learned assembly spoke highly of Diwanji’s genius. In the meanwhile,
Diwanji’s nephew again arrived there and finding a suitable occasion, posed another question before the learned
gathering. He said,
“It is true that intellect lives on the lips of men, but what does it eat?”
Again the eyes of all men turned towards the Diwanji and again he promised to give a reply to this question the
next morning. As on the previous day, the Diwan again went to his late brother’s house and severely reprimanding
his nephew, shouting,
“Why are you persecuting me like this? Why are you jealous of my high office? Where shall I stand if I am not
able to give an adequate answer to the question? The kings are known for their tempers. He may dismiss me any
moment and appoint any other person with whose intelligent answer he may be pleased. Why are you digging at
my roots?” To this, his nephew, with the same ease as before, replied
“Kakaji, why are you so angry. That the intellect consumes patience is so simple an answer to everybody.”
This reply pleased the Diwan very much. He said with apparent satisfaction,
“It is quite true that an intelligent person has to depend upon patience a great deal.”
The next day when the Diwan reached the court, he found the learned assembly very impatient. to hear his
answer to the question posed by his nephew. No sooner [had] he settled down, one of the learned men asked him,
“Diwanji, what have you to say in reply to yesterday’s question?” The Diwan, at once becoming profound,
said,
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“The answer is so simple. The intellect consumes patience.”
The whole court was agreeably pleased by Diwanji’s wise reply. The king also gave him rich garments in token
of his profound wisdom. After some time, the Diwan’s nephew got up and posed another question.
“It is all very well that wisdom lives on lips, consumes patience, but what does it wear?”
Again there was silence among the learned. At last one of them got up and said,
“Although it is a very awkward question, our Diwan will give a very fitting reply to it as before.”
Promising to give his reply tomorrow as usual, the Diwan again rushed to his nephew’s house and said to his
nephew politely,
“Dear nephew, since you have placed me in this awkward position, it is, therefore, upon you that I depend for
an answer to the question you posed before the learned assembly yesterday.” The nephew then said,
“Kakaji, you do not worry in the least. I will answer the question myself. You only give me the rich garments
which you got in gift yesterday from the king.”
Finding no way out of his predicament, the Diwan was obliged to part with his gorgeous and splendid
garments which he had received from the king.
The next morning as usual, the Diwan reached the Court. In the meanwhile his nephew, dressed in the
gorgeous clothes presented the other day by the king to his uncle, also arrived in the court. No sooner the learned
men saw the Diwan, they asked him his reply to the question of the previous day asked by his nephew. They said,
“What is it that wisdom wears?”
While the Diwan looked this way and that in sheer confusion, his nephew came forward and said,
“The wisdom wears the gorgeous garments presented by the king. That is why I am here in those clothes.” Not
being able to understand his point, the king enquired from him,
“What is the matter? What are you driving at?” Bowing respectfully before the king and pointing towards the
Diwanji, his nephew said,
“Your Diwanji knows the matter far better than I can explain it.”
The Diwan once more found himself at sea. Then his nephew told the king the whole story. The king after
hearing the story was greatly impressed by his wisdom and as a token of his appreciation, he dismissed his Diwan
and offered the Diwanship to him.
No sooner his mother heard this news she soon became all right.
1917
33.97 Lowborn\fn{by Razia Saijad Zaheer (1917-1979)} Ajmer, Ajmer District, Rajasthan State, India (F) 4
Looking at Shyamali, Sultana was reminded of rough twigs which, in themselves, looked so shapeless, but
which, arranged well, produced amazingly beautiful patterns.
There was nothing special about her face. Her complexion, in fact, was dark. But on the very first day, when
Sultana alighted from the rickshaw, entered her doorway, and saw Shyamali sitting in front of the servant’s
quarters, she felt there was something worth looking at again and again.
Shyamali noticed Sultana, but instead of folding her hands in a respectful greeting, she only looked up and
smiled briefly. Then she bent her head again and began to clean rice on a gleaming brass plate.
This manner of hers pleased Sultana, who believed she loved the common people. Whenever she saw a poor
person cringing before a big man, addressing him as maibap,\fn{A note reads: Maibap, “my protector,” literally means “my
mother and father.”} she disliked the poor man, which is why she was drawn to Shyamali.
Coming in from the gate, her mind went back to many things she had heard in her childhood. Those low-born
women—they were unreliable, she had always been told. She thought of the stories she had heard from her
grandmother about girls bought during a famine who ran off with some man the moment they got enough to eat.
These women picked up husbands and dropped them with equal ease. They had no feelings about such things.
Sultana wondered who Shyamali was. How did she feel, living alone in the servants’ quarters?
Sultana took off her watch, went into the bathroom and turned on the tap. She wanted to have a bath. No water.
Looking out, she saw Shyamali washing the rice at the outdoor tap. Irritated, she opened the window.
“Hey, you! Turn that tap off.”
Seeing Sultana, Shyamali understood what the matter was, and, swiftly turning off the tap, said:
“Bibiji, I arrived here just yesterday. I didn’t know that turning on the tap outside would stop the water coming
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into the house.”
“Don’t worry!” Sultana said. Her anger had vanished. Shyamali’s voice was so pleasant. There was something
very attractive about her manner of speaking, too.
Next morning, the large outer portion of the house, which had been empty, was rented out. The hall in the
middle and the big rooms on either side were to be used as a business office. The smaller rooms were to be
occupied by the secretary, the head clerk, and others. The rest of the building was now filled with attendants,
sweepers, and watchmen. Shyamali’s room and another small room were part of Sultana’s portion of the house.
One evening, three or four days later, when Sultana returned from the college where she taught, and was
looking through her mail, she heard the sounds of laughter outside. It sounded like Shyamali. Quietly, she opened
the bathroom window. Sultana’s young daughter was chasing Shyamali around. Shyamali ran into her little room
and shouted:
“Enough for now! I’ve lost. Now I must cook, dear child. We’ll play tomorrow.”
The servants and others from the neighborhood stood around laughing.
The child began to pout.
“I don’t care what you have to do. Give me my turn.”
Laughing, Shyamali came out. She changed her tactics.
“Come, child, let’s light a fire. You take the dough and make a bird. We’ll have fun roasting and eating it.”
The child sat on a brick while Shyamali arranged a few cow dung cakes in the stove and began to blow into it.
Sultana closed the window. Shyamali’s unrestrained, innocent laughter and vitality pleased her. Still, had those
office attendants and watchmen not been standing around, it would have been better. Under the eyes of so many
males to be a … of course Shyamali had not even glanced in the direction of anyone of them. Still, it may have
been a bit of wantonness.
But was it wantonness? Sultana looked up suddenly to find Shyamali standing there. Meeting Sultana’s eye,
Shyamali grew so shy that Sultana could hardly believe that this was the same woman who, a moment ago, was
bursting with laughter, as if her whole body would strew itself like petals into the air. Was it that she did not feel
free to laugh in Sultana’s presence?
Softly, Shyamali said:
“Bibiji, I need a couple of chilies. I would have gone to the market, but it is already dark and it won’t look
right if I go out now.”
“What need is there to go out? Sit down! I’ll get them for you.”
Sultana called out to the cook and began to think of questions she would like to ask Shyamali. Shyamali sat
down and, in answer to Sultana’s questions, told her that her husband was dead and that she worked in the yellow
bungalow next door as a nursemaid for the Major Sahib’s child. As she mentioned the child, she laughed with
great affection once or twice, and it was evident that she loved him.
The cook brought the chillies and stood looking intently at Shyamali, but she took the chilies without even a
glance in his direction. He nodded at Sultana in greeting and went out without speaking. Later, after Shyamali had
gone, the cook observed”
“Begum Sahib, you should not allow that woman into the house again.”
“Hmmm. You go and take care of your work,” Sultana said, a little put out.
But the old servant, who had spent sufficient years with the family to establish some authority, was not
prepared to give in so easily. He continued.
“That one has left her husband. She has run away from her home. And she has flung herself on Ram Avatar.
She is not a good woman.”
Sultana felt as if someone had hurled a stone at her.
“Ram Avatar, who is he?”
“The one who works as a watchman for the tenants.”
Sultana recalled him. It was as if Ram Avatar came and stood before Sultana wearing his khaki government
uniform, carrying a thick stick and a torch\fn{ Flashlight} in his hands, with heavy boots on his feet.
Sometimes in the night, hearing the sound of Ram Avatar’s cough, or the sound of his boots and his call “Ha,
ha, hoshiyar ha, ha,” she, too, would call out to him:
“Ram Avatar!”
From the other side of the wall, he would reply, “Don’t worry, sarkar,\fn{A note reads: “Boss,” literally means
“government.”} I'm awake.” He was not her watchman. Yet he was considerate and he gave her a sense of security.
She was startled out of her thoughts. The cook was saying:
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“She has left her man and run away. Ram Avatar—poor fellow—is of a respectable caste. He is a Rajput
Thakur. And she is a low-caste woman. She must have drugged him.”
Sultana was annoyed.
“Don’t talk rot. You just have to hear one thing to start your gossip off. Go. That’s enough of your stuff.”
The cook picked up the basket of chilies and left, muttering. Sultana could dismiss him, but not the thoughts he
had left with her. She had to admit that she was shocked by the cook’s tale.
Why had Shyamali done such a thing? She had left her husband, run away from home, and worse, was here
having an affair with Ram Avatar. Well, be that as it may. She had also lied to Sultana. She had said her husband
was dead. Why did she have to do that? She should have trusted Sultana to understand. Perhaps these women of
low birth—no, no—what difference did it make whether the caste was high or low?
The next day at sunset Sultana was returning from a women’s meeting. It was almost dark; the day and the
night were embracing. Smoke was coming out of Shyamali’s room, but no light. In the glow of the fire, Sultana
could see Shyamali’s hands working the dough for the rotis. Only the tip of her nose was visible beneath the
yellow sari, edged with red, that covered her head. As she baked the rotis, she wiped her tears with the corner of
her sari.
Ram Avatar sat near her on a few piled up bricks. He was not wearing his usual khaki uniform, but looked
especially handsome in a white dhoti and kurta. It suddenly occurred to Sultana that Shyamali and Ram Avatar
would indeed make a fine pair.
Ram Avatar saw her and stood up. He bowed in greeting and moved to the side. Sultana walked up slowly to
Shyamali and stood near her. She looked at her for a minute in silence. Then she said softly:
“Shyamali, the cook says that your husband is alive. You said he was dead.”
Sultana was confident that Shyamali would say, “No Bibiji, what does the cook know? He is dead.” Then she
could go in and scold the cook. She would tell him that folks like him should not slander poor innocent women.
But Shyamali raised her eyes and looked at Sultana sardonically. Then she said softly:
“What if he is alive? For me, he is dead.”
Sultana felt as if she had received an electric shock. Good Lord! Could one speak of one’s husband like that?
Shyamali smiled at Sultana’s silence. She said:
“He thought that he could order me around, just because he gave me food and clothing. Am I a prostitute to be
bought with money? My limbs are sound. I can work. I have the courage to feed ten like him.”
Then pouring some water into the basin that had held the flour, she began cleaning her hands, wringing them
vigorously, almost as if they were her husband’s ears.
Sultana turned and walked quietly towards her door, but her mind was in turmoil. No doubt Shyamali had great
courage to think such thoughts. But how could she say such things of her husband—how did she have the heart? A
husband was so precious, he was a woman’s honor, her god on earth. Ah, she thought, with a jerk of her head, the
low born. What was that? And she jerked her head again to drive away the thought, again, this obsession with the
low born. Did she not know, had she not accepted it for a fact, that marriage in this society was nothing more than
legalized prostitution?
But today, when this idea appeared before her in all its nakedness, she was frightened. The cobwebs of
inherited belief confused her. Had she accepted principles of equality merely to convince others? Had she learned
principles by rote without assimilating them? Grandmother used to say, there it was only a matter of spurning
food and clothing. But a husband, a. woman’s dignity, love, but, but …
She panicked and called out to the cook to bring tea.
Three days later it was Holi, the festival that marked the end of winter. Her daughters had gone outdoors and
were playing with the servant’s children, smearing each other with color. The cook shut himself up in his room,
not wanting to be caught by them. Sultana was sitting alone writing some letters when she heard the music of
anklets and the sound of footsteps in the corridor. Shyamali’s shadow appeared in the doorway. She was wearing
an artificial silk sari with huge red and blue flowers, and a yellow satin blouse. Her lips were red with betel, her
eyes darkened with kohl. Between her thick eyebrows she wore a large golden bindi, which flashed with every
toss of her head like lightning among dark clouds. She held a brass plate.
As she stood before Sultana, it was as if a princess from the Ajanta caves had come to life. On the plate small
heaps of colored powder glittered with specks of mica. In one corner of the plate, wrapped in fine pink paper,
were some sweet yellow laddus. Without warning, Shyamali looked up, picked up a pinch of color, and smeared it
on Sultana’s forehead. Sultana backed away nervously. Then Shyamali picked up a laddu and held it up to
Sultana’s mouth. Sultana’s eyes filled with tears. She covered her mouth in a quick gesture and said softly,
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“Shyamali, I don’t eat sweets. I have taken a vow, you know! I can’t eat any sweets. When Sahib—”
Shyamali understood in a flash. She put the laddu back, took up the plate, and said softly:
“Bibiji, don’t lose heart. If God wills, all will be well and Sahib will return.”
Then she laughed and added:
“Then all of us will offer you sweets, but …”
Her eyes began to sparkle with tender mischief:
“But then why would you want sweets from anyone else’s hands?”
Sultana blushed. She wanted to change the subject, and as she reached into her bag for coins, Shyamali
stopped her gently and said:
“Please don’t give me anything.” As she turned to go, Sultana gathered her courage, cleared her throat, and in a
hesitant voice asked:
“Shyamali, you are so good—why did you have to leave your husband?”
Shyamali lowered her eyes and began to prod the ground with her toe. The red tint on her soles danced rosy
shadows in the gleam of her silver anklets. The next minute she raised her eyes. There was a touch of despair and
irony in them. She said softly:
“Let it pass, Bibiji, you wouldn’t understand.”
And with her anklets chiming and her toe rings tinkling, she left.
Sultana stood stunned. It was as if an electric wire had touched her.
As soon as Shyamali left, the cook arrived. He placed a tray containing the provisions for the meal before her
and said, “Bada Sahib’s attendant says that Ram Avatar is going to be dismissed.”
“Dismissed! But why?” she was startled.
“It’s like this. The sweeper, the head clerk, the gardener, and some other clerks have complained about wicked
goings on here in the servants’ quarters. We’re family men with children. There are young daughters and
daughters-in-law in our houses. And this woman is of loose morals. The Bada Sahib thinks that Ram Avatar’s
conduct is also undesirable. Did you hear the noise last evening?”
Sultana remembered that at dusk the evening before she had heard raised voices and had opened her window to
listen. She had noticed only that some people were sitting on a cot and talking loudly. She had not understood
their words. Ram Avatar had stood there like a criminal, and near him, a man leaned over a bicycle. Another man,
wearing a coat, said something in the manner of one issuing a warning. Shyamali was nowhere to be seen,
although this dispute had occurred in front of her house. Then Sultana had shut the window.
“Those were people from Ram Avatar’s community, Begum Sahib. His uncle’s son was also there. Ram Avatar
is a man of high caste. His parents have arranged his marriage within the community. But now he is entangled
with this woman and …”
He paused, feeling that Sultana was not even listening to him. Abashed, he said:
“Shall I cook the gourd with the mutton, Begum Sahib?”
Sultana awoke as if from a dream.
“Huh? Yes.”
The cook picked up the tray and left the room in silence. Sultana had just begun arranging her papers again
when she heard a knock at the door. She opened the door and was startled to see Ram Avatar standing there. Of
course, sometimes when Sultana’s letters had accidentally gone to the main office, Ram Avatar had come over to
give them to her. But today, looking at him, she felt strange. So this was that lover of Shyamali, about whom there
was such commotion! Shyamati liked him—Shyamali, who had said to her, “You wouldn’t understand, Bibiji!”
“Bibiji, here’s a letter. It’s just come for you. The Bada Sahib gave it to me.”
Sultana reached out her hand, took the letter, and said:
“Ram Avatar … this … this … what is this we hear about your job?”
Ram Avatar looked down. He was silent. That irritated Sultana. A sudden desire to scream at Ram Avatar took
hold of her. She wanted to say, “For God’s sake, why don’t you understand that I am your friend? This wall that
stands between you and me, knock it down, Ram Avatar. Tell Shyamali not to keep away from me. Let her give
me a chance to understand. That both of you were born in the servants’ quarters and I in the main house—is it my
fault? But controlling herself, she said, “Why? Is it because of Shyamali? Did someone complain about you two?”
Ram Avatar said only this much, and said it very softly:
“It is nothing, sarkar. What can I say to you?”
He salaamed and left—as if he, too, thought, “What’s the use of speaking to you? You wouldn’t understand.”
Sultana grew still more furious, not from anger alone, but from the strength of her determination. She had
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accepted the challenge that Ram Avatar and Shyamali had thrust toward her. Tomorrow she would confront the
Bada Sahib. She would say why not only he, but no one, had the right to come between two innocent, honest,
hard-working people and their love. If Ram Avatar lost his job, then she would shelter them both in her house. She
would herself look for a job for him. Who were these self-important people of the community? Who had given
them the right to give him a beating! She would see!
For a long time she planned what she would say, considering the turn of phrase she would use and rehearsing
her confrontation with the Bada Sahib and the elders of Ram Avatar’s community. She would prove to Ram
Avatar and Shyamali that she was their friend, that she also could understand everything. She would go first thing
in the morning.
*
The next day she dressed early, and was ready almost an hour before she customarily left for work. She could
be certain that at this time the Bada Sahib would be available in the house and that Shyamali would be sitting in
front of her house minding the manager’s child. She usually brought the child to her house and kept him with her
for hours. Sultana felt a secret happiness that Shyamali could never imagine that Sultana would fight the Bada
Sahib on her behalf.
As she stepped out, she noticed that Shyamali’s door lay wide open. Her cot, bedding, pots, and other things
were nowhere to be seen. The stove had not been lit. The lamp in the alcove had tumbled over. Sultana was
shocked. The sweeper’s wife, who was sitting on her cot picking lice from her child’s head, promptly gave
Sultana the news:
“Bibiji, Shyamali has run away!”
Sultana felt as if someone had slapped her across the face.
“When?”
“I don’t know, Bibiji. She was here till last night.”
“And Ram Avatar?”
The sweeper’s wife laughed.
“Ram Avatar will stay. He is weeping at his bad luck. What do you expect from whores like her, Bibiji? Today
one man, tomorrow another, the day after a third—they are from a low caste, after all.”
And she squashed a louse between her nails viciously, as if it were Shyamali she was crushing.
Sultana’s feet began to falter. There was no point going to the Bada Sahib now. How could she face him? What
could she say? She walked slowly toward the main gate. Ram Avatar was sitting on a stool next to it. He saluted
Sultana as he did every day. Then he stepped forward and opened the half-closed gate. But he did not smile at
.her. He went back and sat on his stool, lost, sad, lonely.
Sultana cast her eyes down and walked on. She could not find the courage to meet Ram Avatar’s eye because,
after all, she was a woman, and it was a woman who had deceived Ram Avatar and run away. Yet Sultana noticed
that the attendants and the gardeners, who for some time had stayed aloof, were sitting near Ram Avatar today,
their faces beaming with unspoken joy. And they were trying to comfort him.
As she reached the street, Sultana was filled with hatred for Shyamati. Poor Ram Avatar! So it was so, that
low-caste women … oh, no, she tried to shake the thought off. As she walked along, she wondered about all the
women she saw on the way—were they also low-caste? And if they were, did they also deceive the ones who
loved them and run away? She had wasted her love on Shyamali. She had pampered her pointlessly. Shyamali had
turned out to be worthless, low-caste! She spat angrily on the ground and moved on.
*
After so many days and at such a distance it seemed unlikely that she would recognize Shyamali at once. But
at the very first glance she suspected that the woman wearing a yellow sari and carrying a basket of guavas on her
head, who turned into the Sikander Bagh gate, was probably none other than Shyamali. She asked her rickshaw wallah to follow the woman and draw up beside her so she could take a proper look. Hearing the rickshaw behind
her, the woman turned and looked in Sultana’s direction, and again there was that flash among many clouds.
It was Shyamali.
Sultana had thought, as she urged the ricksha forward, that if it turned out to be Shyamali, she would give her
such a talking-to that she would remember it for seven lives. She started berating Shyamali right away:
“How wicked you are, Shyamali! Why did you run away? Poor Ram Avatar is so broken. He’s only half his
self now. Everyone is laughing at him. You did a wicked thing. Should you have behaved this way?”
“But he did not lose his job, Bibiji,” Shyamali said in reply to the tirade. Before Sultana knew what to make of
this, Shyamali began to lift the basket to her head. Astounded, Sultana exclaimed:
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“But Shyamali, what do you mean?”
Shyamali put the basket down on the ground. She placed her hands on her hips, as if she had taken up
Sultana’s challenge. She said, a note of anger in her voice:
“But what, Bibiji? Ram Avatar kept saying that he was going to lose his job because of me. He made me feel
he was doing me a favor. You tell me this—did I tell him that he should or should not take that job? Was it his job
that I loved? All the time it was, ‘If I lose my job, how will I give you a living?’ If I had stayed on in his house, I
would have heard the reproach all my life. And what is this fuss about making a living? I have the courage to
support ten like him.”
Saying this, she lifted the basket to her head and was silent for a moment. Then she glanced at Sultana and her
eyes filled with tears. She said softly:
“How is Ram Avatar, Bibiji? Is he all right? Give him my—my good wishes.”
Sultana bent her head. She said in the same soft tone:
“I’ll tell him. I’ll certainly tell him.” Shyamali smiled as if to say:
“This time you have understood me.”
231.160 Excerpt from Freedom’s Daughter: Letters Between Indira Gandhi And Jawaharlal Nehru, 1922-1939:
“Letters Written In 1939”\fn{by Indira Gandhi (1917-1984)} Allahabad, Allahabad State, Uttar Pradesh, India (F) 14
Almora, New Year’s Day, 1939
Darling Papu,
Your telegram from Allahabad has just come. Ours is awaiting you in Calcutta, for we were not sure of your
changed programme until just after we had dispatched the telegram on New Year’s Eve.
I have got more or less used to the little discomforts and like Snow View much better than I did at first sight. I
do hope you will be able to come up.
It is probably snowing on Nanda Devi and the other peaks, for they are completely enveloped in cloud. Even
here it has suddenly become considerably colder. You probably know by now that we had to send Shukru down.
His temperature was continuing—he had bronchitis. Also we heard that he had been very, very ill a short while
before my arrival in India.
Otherwise life goes on much as usual. My cold is more or less the same. It is impossible not to catch a cold
when the only heating is a wood fire, when every room has a different temperature.
The children are very sweet but naughtier than ever—they simply cannot get used to the place and give poor
Puphi a lot of trouble. Every morning they wake up asking: Kya ham aj Bombay jaenge?\fn{“Will we go to Bombay
today?”}
We have entered into the social life of Almora—that is we have been to some meal or other with Uday
Shankar, the Sens,\fn{Boshi Sen and his wife Gertrude Emerson-Sen; they were friends of Jawaharlal Nehru and lived in Almora }
Dr. Khazan Chand, Mr. Vir & the Brewsters. Tomorrow we are going on a picnic lunch to Shimtola which is a
very beautiful spot about half a mile away. As the climb is stiff I shall go in a dandi.
Love, Indu
*
[Almora], 4th January, 1939
Papu Darling,
Joshiji came today with news of you.
I gave him the keys on my wardrobe to give to Hari. I do not know if they are now in Lucknow or Allahabad.
If they are in Allahabad & easily available, I should like you to bring some things out of my wardrobe. I shall let
you know the details later on.
Gertrude Sen is anxious to read the Zakir Hussain committee’s report—the one you showed me. If you could
get hold of one, could you please send it to me or direct to her?
Puphi & Harsha are not feeling quite up to the mark. I am all right. But we did not go to the Shimtola picnic
which I mentioned in my last letter as I wasn’t feeling too bright. Afterwards we were glad we didn’t go for
Gertrude says they walked five or six miles!
It has gone much colder here. The snow range is completely hidden behind clouds. It snows there all day &
probably night, but clears up in the mornings.
With love from us all, Indu
P.S.
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We should be glad to have the Time & Tide & the New Statesman if nobody else wants them—for you will be
out of Allahabad all the time.
*
Snow View, [Almora], 9th January, 1939
Darling Papu,
I have your letters.
We shall expect you on the 16 th. Please bring plenty of warm things—especially for the night. It rained a lot
last night and has turned much colder. There is a cutting wind blowing. It might snow a little in the near future.
Is Upadhyaya coming too? Please let us know in advance. There is plenty of room as we are using only half
the house—but of course we shall have to get the room ready.
I want a few things from Allahabad—I shall send a list to Allahabad as this letter might go astray.
Boshi is looking forward tremendously to your coming—Gertrude & he were here for lunch yesterday. He
adores the children and they always give him a right royal welcome. Mr. Elmhirst is coming up in a couple of
days.
Puphi is not feeling too good—but the rest of us are all right.
Love, Indu
*
Bombay, 15th April, [1939]
Darling Papu,
This is just to send my love. I was so glad to hear your voice, even if it [was] only on the phone.
Don’t worry about me, darling. I shall be all right. Things seem to have quietened down a bit, though of course
the tension persists. Most of the English Cabinet have gone off on holidays. But the war risk insurance has gone
up to 400%! And the insurance companies, especially Lloyd’s, generally know what they are talking about.
We don’t have to be on the pier until eleven o’clock. So on our way there we are going to drop in at the
Munshis’\fn{Lawyer and nationalist politician from Bombay } place for a couple of minutes—Mrs. Munshi’s daughter is
getting married & they are very insistent that we should look in.
Jivrar\fn{Dr. Jivraj Mehta, physician and nationalist} came again this morning—just to say how d’you do. Bharucha &
he examined me on the 13th. I enclose a small note which he wrote in the way of a report. My blood pressure &
pulse seem to be better. The X-ray photograph is exactly the same as the one taken in Bombay. About future
treatment they say their advice to me last time still holds good. They advise my going to Switzerland or to France,
since France would be easier to get out of. But of course I shall first consult Hebert & Bhandari.
Dr. Schacht\fn{Hjalmar Schacht, German financier} is still busy being entertained by the big industrialists. He is
trying hard to explain to them & convince them that when Hitler called Indians “monkeys” he did not mean Mr.
Ambalal Sarabhai\fn{Ambalal Sarabhai, industrialist and merchant of Ahmedabad} & his son! (This came out in the papers!)
I have asked Upadhyaya to show a cutting from the Chronicle—a letter to Dr. Schacht from Karaka.\fn{ D. F.
Karaka, Bombay journalist} It is the best thing—in fact the only good thing— Karaka has so far written. Schacht is
very indignant at the Gujarati papers & the Chronicle & Sentinel. He is even said to have reported to the Governor
about them & especially the Chronicle, which sent a German Jew to interview Schacht.
I must go & feed now. So au revoir and all, all my love.
Indu
Thank you very much for your letter. I shall write from on board. Love.
*
[S. S. Strathaird], 18th April, 1939
Darling Papu,
So I have sailed after all!! I did hate leaving India & you this time. It has left a strange sort of emptiness inside
me. But here I am and there is no turning back. And indeed the fault is entirely mine, for mine was the decision to
leave. It wouldn’t be so bad if I did not keep seeing your face—so sad, with something more than just sadness.
Darling, don’t be so defeatist—no one can defeat you except yourself. You are so much above all the pettiness that
is invading Indian politics. It is distressing to watch it taking a hold—but you mustn’t let it make any real
difference. These happen the world over. And they always pass.
I miss you terribly—for the sea is so lovely and by its very beauty throws into relief all the pettiness and
hardness and egotism of men.
Traveling tourist is uncomfortable but much nicer than first. I have a two-berth cabin, which I share with a
Kashmiri-Punjabi dame who is married to a Bengali. She is very amusing. She talks & talks & talks from morn
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till night incessantly and without a break. It is fortunate that she does not mind who she is talking to, and still
more fortunate that she requires no answers. We have no porthole, no window in our cabin. It is stuffy and very
hot. But up on deck it is nice. On the whole ship, not one berth is vacant. The passengers are kind and friendly but
not over interesting. The only one I like is Mlle Bossenée the French superintendent of the Santiniketan Girls’
Hostel. You have met her. But perhaps you do not remember. She is charming as only a French woman knows
how. Also on board is George Pool—we met him at the Brewsters in Almora. I have just said how d’you do to
him. He seems to be moving around all by himself & I never see him about the decks.
We reach Marseilles on the 25th. I have let Madame Morin know. With all, all my love—darling mine.
Indu
*
Y.W.C.A. Central Club, Great Russell Street, [London] W.C.1, 1st May, 1939
Darlingest,
Last night I was taking a snack somewhere in Belsize Park, when I ran into Mohan Kumaramangalam. He told
me that Kabadi\fn{Sunder Kahadi, Indian journalist in Britain} has just received a telegram saying that Subhas had
resigned & Rajendra Babu elected in his stead. This is disturbing news. The possibility of Subhas resigning has
been in everyone’s mind and yet the news of it came as a shock. Whatever Subhas’s actual politics, he had come
to be regarded as the leader of the “left”, so that his resignation seems to be a terrific setback to the socialist
movement and great victory—one may almost call it personal—for Vallabhbhai. Anyway, we are at last out of the
deadlock and even the wrong road may be better than not moving at all. I suppose Bengal will be more
troublesome than ever before. I was glad to hear that you brought forward a resolution that Bose should stay. I
wonder why you had to withdraw it? We have so little news.
I arrived in London in the midst of a slight mist and pouring rain last afternoon. The mist has cleared but the
downpour has not lessened. Much as I love London, I could never call it beautiful. But just now it is perfectly
ugly. Do you remember the little black Eros in the middle of Piccadilly Circus? They have barricaded him and on
the barricades are stuck enormous seven-foot posters:
“We’ve got to be prepared.”
“National Service—Enroll now.”
“Have you done your duty?”
“What are you doing for your country?”
You see these terrific posters everywhere—on the Nelson Column, on walls, outside cinemas, in shop
windows. There are so many of them that soon the letters start swimming in front of one’s eyes and one sees them
even in places where they are not. In every room there are instructions for A.R.P.\fn{ Air Raid Precautions} But I hear
that the Paris preparations have been much better carried out. While I was there they were continually having
blackouts & sirens were shrieking away even during the day.
Today is May Day—day of demonstrations, processions and meetings. The India League usually takes part. So
the boys are all out, marching towards Hyde Park in spite of the incessant rain. Characteristically, the Labour
Party is not taking part. People are quite agitated about compulsory conscription. The mass of the people approve
of the move and the National Govt. is even more secure in its hold of the country. Labour & the Trade Unions are
opposed—because this gives greater military strength to the govt., which will inevitably use it to crush trade
unions and such movements.
I had an enjoyable stay in Paris. The weather was none too good but I met some interesting people. Nanu is
there now & so is Shankar—the Hindustan Times cartoonist. Shankar is going back to India this month. Have you
met him? I think he is very nice. He is rather fed up with the politics of the H.T. but he has hardly any choice.
In spite of the weather, in spite of everything, spring is in the air. It sort of gives you an uplift. All over France
& England the little wild fragrant spring flowers are covering the hillsides and the plains and the blossoms are
out. Paris was full of my favourite flower—lilies of the valley—muguet in French. Do you know them? They
grow wild in sheltered woods, little snow-white bells, perfect in form and delicious perfume. They are the flowers
of May. And there is a custom in France to give small bunches of them to one’s friends on May Day.
The best thing I did in Paris was to go to a permanent exhibition of The Nymphiades of Claude Monet. I do not
think you have been there. It is a pity. Had I known of them earlier I should certainly have taken you. Mlle
Bossenée, who was on the Strathaird with me, told me that I would find them beautiful. So I asked Louise to take
me to them. And now it is one of my most beautiful memories. Monet was one of the first of the Impressionist
painters. He has painted only ponds and trees. The sheer beauty of them is breathtaking. His colours are perfect
and he gives such an atmosphere of quiet and peaceful calm. I went there at the end of a tiring afternoon but
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within a few seconds my fatigue fell off me like an unwanted cloak, my eyes felt as if I had just washed them in
soothing cold lotion and I came out into the outside world fresh enough to do anything. We missed you so very
much. You would have found them beautiful.
Unfortunately the photographs of them do not convey anything—else I should send you some. There is at
Tooth’s in London a small exhibition of Monet. I shall not miss it. I have got into touch with Bhandari, who will
find out when Hebert can see me. When this is settled, I shall go up to Oxford for a day to see Darb. Krishna is
going to Paris on the 11 th. If I finish all I have to do by then, I shall accompany him and then go on to Switzerland.
In spite of all these feverish preparations & scares, I still think that there will be no war. Nobody seems to agree
with me!
Your letter came this morning. Thanks a lot. All my love to you.
Your loving, Indu
2nd May
Darling
I couldn’t post this yesterday because the man at the post office said that it would not go until tomorrow in any
case.
Yesterday was the most successful May Day for over ten years. The Indian contingent was one of the best and
one of the most cheered. And this in spite of—or is it because of?—the rain! I did not go of course but someone
stuck a May Day badge on my coat & for the rest of the day, wherever I went, in the tube stations and in buses,
there were several voices,
“Greetings, Comrade.”
The rain has stopped today. But there is no sun and it is terribly cold and windy. But summer time has begun
and already several establishments have stopped the central heating! It reminds me of Ogden Nash.\fn{ American
humorous poet}
Then giddy up Napoleon, giddy up Gideon!
The Sun has crossed the right meridian
What if the blasts of winter sting?
Officially, at least, it’s spring.

My love, Indu
*
[Hotel Winkelried], Stansstad, Switzerland, 27th May, 1939
Darling Papu,
I haven’t written to you for simply ages. Your letter of the 17 th from Lucknow came this morning.
This is my second day in Stansstad. I left London on the 24 th. Stansstad was Bhandari’s idea. He has spent four
or five summers here in this very hotel and was ecstatic about everything: the hotel, the family who runs it, the
town, the surroundings. He says it’s his idea of paradise. I have never been in these parts before but it is supposed
to be the most beautiful part of Switzerland. Stansstad is on the Lake of Lucerne, just thirty-five minutes from
Lucerne by lake steamer. I haven’t done any sightseeing yet. The weather is not too good— cold & dark. I expect I
shall be here for most of the summer, so I hope the sun comes out soon & stays out.
You have already had the doctors’ report from Bhandari. Hebert was more cautious—I suppose Harley Street
specialists have to be. He said there was still a shadow or darkening (or some such thing) on the left side & that I
would have to be very careful & be examined & X-rayed every six months or so. But that I could go to Oxford in
October.
I wrote to the Darb as soon as Hebert had seen me. She asked me up to Oxford to spend the night with her,
adding:
“Miss Sutherland (that’s my tutor) & I hope you will come prepared to stay up for the rest of this term.”
Apparently she had written to me to London suggesting that I should go up to College for the remaining four
weeks of the summer term—but I did not receive that letter. Anyway I rang up Bhandari at once & informed him
of the Darb’s wishes. He just muttered “impossible”. I went up to Oxford for a couple of days—the Darb was very
affable, kissed me on both cheeks & asked which room would I like to have in October. So I am going up
definitely in October to do the “Social Administration” Diploma. Most of my work will be outside College & in
my first term I shall tute with a Mr. Scoffes (or some such name). I have sent him my address and am waiting for
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his reply & the list of books that I have to read.
I met Agatha & Krishna just before leaving. Krishna came to the station too.
Things in England are much the same, except for a wave of pro-Sovietism. The Russian pact will probably be
signed soon. At least that is how I feel—two days before I left, I saw Krishna & he said Chamberlain would never
do it. But I am not so sure. The Labour Party are worse than ever. Duff Cooper, speaking at a large Conservative
meeting, said,
“Those of you who have tendencies towards the Left should pay a visit to the headquarters of the T.U.C. to
take a lesson in Conservatism!”
I didn’t do very much in London in the way of seeing plays & things. But I did go one evening to the Babes in
the Wood—a pantomime with political point at the Unity Theatre. I enjoyed it thoroughly. The hit of the show was
the “bad uncle”—i.e., Chamberlain. He was truly wonderful—in a photograph it was impossible to tell him apart
from the real Chamberlain. It is said that for over two months the man hung around 10 Downing Street and
walked behind the premier in St. James’s Park, studying his movements. Then one day, as a dress rehearsal he
went to St. James’s Park all dressed up as Neville and was greeted as such by everyone in the park!! He was
colossal. The babes-in-the-wood theme was the perfect vehicle for a satire on the events of Munich & the
Chamberlain National Govt. The Wicked Uncle is a devastating caricature of the Prime Minister, the two Robbers
fit in perfectly as the two European bullies, while the Babes, as two small and unprotected states, betrayed by
their guardians, the Wicked Uncle, fall readily for the charming heroics of Robin Hood, the friend of the
oppressed, the spirit of Democracy. This is the only Unity Theatre play which has been reviewed & praised by
The Times! I enclose a photograph of the “Wicked Uncle.”
In August there is a music festival in Lucerne. I hope to go to at least one concert, conducted by Bruno Walter.
The other day, I was dining at the Vega with Krishna & he was trying to persuade me to go to a meeting on
“Nutrition in India” when I spotted Miss Hill, Stafford Cripps’s Secretary. She sent Cripps’s & her own best
regards to you.
I expect Krishna has written to you about the charts of the Glimpses. He says they will have to be issued
separately otherwise the book will be delayed until the autumn, which is not a good thing.
I got a terrible shock to suddenly read the news of Toller’s suicide in New York. It is awful news. I wanted to
write to his wife, but nobody seems to know where she is—probably somewhere in America, possibly
Hollywood.\fn{Ernst Toller (1893-1939, German poet and playwright}
With much love, Indu
*
Hotel Winkelried, Stansstad, Switzerland 5th June, 1939
Darling Papu,
Agatha has just forwarded your two letters with the snapshots. The snaps seem to be a bit under-exposed,
though the ones of Montana & the Marble Rocks are good.
I am so glad Mamu\fn{ Kailas Nath Kaul, Kamala Nehru’s brother, a botanist. “Maru” means “uncle” } has got the Kew
Garden job—he was looking forward to it. I shall not be in London when he arrives, for Dr. Bhandari wants me to
stay on in Switzerland till the end of summer.
Since the last three days, the weather has been fine. Every morning after breakfast I take a small flat boat—you
hire them for fifty centimes—take it out towards the middle of the lake and then let it drift while I stretch out in
my bathing costume and sunbathe as well as do some reading. Already I have gone a deep sienna brown. It is very
pleasant. I come back to the hotel after lunch—rest a bit & then go for a walk.
Dr. Bhandari knows this region pretty well and yesterday I had a letter from him advising me what to do in the
way of sightseeing. The most important item of this list is: “See the dawn & a sunset from the top of the Jungfrau
in the month of July”!
Have you come across a book just recently published—Reaching for the Stars by Nora Waln?\fn{An American
writer; her book was a damning exposé of Nazi Germany, based upon what she and her husband saw there while she and her husband lived
there from 1934-1938} It is selling like hot cakes in England, and is said to be one of the most interesting publications

on Germany. I haven’t read it but Agatha seems to be very keen that I should send it to you. Agatha knew Nora
Waln years ago before she married.
I have been reading and enjoying very much Auden\fn{ W. H. Auden, English poet} & Isherwood’s\fn{Christopher
Isherwood, English playwright and novelist} Journey to a War.
I am worried about your health and wondering how you are now. Do take care of yourself and rest a while in
some place more congenial than Allahabad or the offices of the National Herald.\fn{The newspaper which Nehru
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established in 1938 and frequently wrote for}I

do get the Herald regularly.
I believe, from what people tell me, that I am looking much better but my weight is still being obstinate—84
lbs. I am taking regular exercise, eating enormous meals and sleeping fairly well. I don’t know what more to do.
All my love, Indu
Love to the Hutheesing ménage.
*
Hotel Winkelried, Stansstad, Switzerland, 15th June, 1939
Darling Papu,
After a whole week of rain down here & snow slightly higher up, the sun has come up again. It feels as if it had
never been behind the clouds. Otherwise everything is the same, the days come & go with a deadly routine. In the
rain, I go for very short brisk walks—in the sun I walk more slowly but go further, lingering on the way and
picking wild flowers for my room. This morning I had to go right in the midst of masses of stinging nettle to pick
some rather lovely yellow irises and I am still feeling itchy.
If the fine weather keeps, I shall take a cheap holiday ticket & do some sightseeing. There are some fine
mountains round about here—the Pilatus & the Rigi & the Stanserhorn to mention the nearest & the highest. Dr.
Bhandari thinks I ought to go somewhere higher than Stansstad when the hot weather really sets in. So I am
looking round for a place. Perhaps I shall stay somewhere on the Rigi.
I weighed myself on Sunday last & found I was 42 kilos—which comes to 92 lbs according to Cassell’s
dictionary. I was quite surprised. I am looking slightly rounder too.
I enclose some cartoons which might amuse you. The French ones were sent by Louise Morin & the others are
from the Manchester Guardian, so also are a book review & an article on German policy.
With all my love, Indu
*
Park Hotel, Burgenstock, Near Lucerne, Switzerland, 15th July, 1939
Darlingest Papu,
How can your letters ever be too frequent or nuisances? I look forward to them enormously—just the sight of
your handwriting on the envelope brings so much happiness. It is not nice to write because one has to—but to you
I always want to write, to share with you the things that I have seen and have enjoyed. But often I have to
postpone writing because, lacking your indefatigable energy, I get tired, too tired to write. But all the while I am
thinking of you—wanting to convey my thoughts to you and wanting so very, very much to have news of you. So
please do give up all ideas that keep you from writing to me. Already I am regretting so much that I ever left you
to your solitary domain. The sanyasi idea was bound to come to you—I suppose all people entertain it for a while.
But it passes off. In you too it has to pass off for you are needed by India and so many many people—one of them
is me. I have strange moods and strange ideas come fleeting across my mind; for some time I am like one
possessed, and always with disastrous results. But all this too is the outcome of being alone—for I am lonely too
—terribly lonely and alone. So dependent on you.
Anyway here I am in far away Switzerland. You will notice that I have changed my address. Burgenstock
(suggested by Dr. Bhandari) is slightly higher than Stansstad. It has a really glorious view of Lucerne and its
surroundings. Dr. Bhandari wants me to stay on in Suisse until Sept. But this country is terribly expensive. Central
Switzerland is a tourist centre par excellence & this is the “high season”. You have to pay through the nose for
everything. There doesn’t seem to be any such thing as the “cheapest hotel”. I think I shall return to England at
the end of this month—July. Or maybe I shall go to Zurich & spend a week or so at Lu’s [Geissler] flat. That will
give me the chance of seeing the National Swiss Exhibition at Zurich—it is supposed to be very wonderful.
Besides the fare to Zurich is only five francs.
Feroze’s [Gandhi] holidays have begun & just before I left Stansstad he came over to Switzerland. We did two
trips together—to Trubsee (just above Stansstad), from whence we climbed to the Joch Pass and further to
Jochstockli, a peak above the pass. (I enclose a snap of it.) It was a climb of 1403 feet. The Joch Pass is 7303 feet
above sea-level. It was an enjoyable climb for we found many lovely Alpine spring flowers. I thought of you &
wanted to send you some but they would only arrive withered. There was quite a lot of snow on the way & my
shoes were drenched. The other snaps were taken on the Stanserhorn, another mountain above Stansstad.
I have never known weather like this. It rains most of the week. The afternoon I witnessed one of the biggest &
loveliest storms I have ever seen. The rain came in torrents & was soon changed into enormous hail stones—so
large, that for quite a while after the sun had reappeared the countryside was all white, as if there was snow. …
For the rest, I am finding it quite a job to read & take copious notes on the two colossal volumes of Finer’s
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Theory & Practice of Modern Govt.
With very much love,
From your, Indu
P.S.
I enclose a whole heap of snaps—taken with Feroze’s Leica. Aren’t the enlargements good? Nine enlargements
& five little ones.
*
c/o Prof. M’millan, Hampdens, [Penn], High Wycombe, Bucks, England, 27 th August, 1939
Darling Papu,
Your letter from Calcutta has just come
What an awful time you have chosen for going to China! The European situation is pretty bad. Strangely
enough, this time there is far less panic than there was last year. People feel more calm and prepared. Of course
they are more prepared but whether that is enough, I do not know. Anyway this suspense is awful—suspense
without any knowledge of what is going on. We hear of notes and messages and interviews but not a hint of what
was actually said. From time to time the press makes a wild guess which is immediately pronounced as
“inaccurate”. And so it goes on.
The Soviet-German Pact came as a surprise to most people. But it will give China some time to breathe.
I am here in the country, somewhere between London and Oxford in a small village called Penn. I am staying
with Prof. W. Macmillan & his wife & their two children. This is the result of the combined efforts of Krishna &
Ellen Wilkinson, who has a cottage not far from here. The air here is decidedly better than in London, but it is no
quieter for the house is on the main road. Also it is much cooler than London & there is quite a lot of mist &
damp. I do not know how long I shall be here. In [the] event of war, the Macmillans want to take their children up
to Scotland. If there isn’t war—I feel in my bones that there won’t be and yet I can’t think how it can be averted—
I shall probably stay on here until the middle or end of September.
The Professor is an historian and has written several books on South African history. He was in South Africa
for quite a long time. Among his pupils there was Miss Sutherland who is now my tutor in Oxford!
Darling, I am sure I shan’t need any more money, but thanks for letting me draw on your account, all the same.
I have already signed & sent off the copy of the letter to the bank, which you sent to me.
I went to London last week & both Dr. Bhandari & Hebert saw me & I was also X-rayed. Their report is quite
satisfactory.
I must post this now for the direct airmail to China leaves London tomorrow.
All my love, dearest Papu, Indu
*
Hampdens, Penn, High Wycombe, Bucks, 2nd September, 1939
Darling Papu,
If you are not already in India you must be rushing back to it. So this is rather a hurried note to give you my
love. They say that the service to India will continue, though of course along a different route. So I do hope this
will reach you sometime.
I wonder if you received my letter in China. I sent it to Chungking.
I have been in Penn nearly two weeks now. It is not far from either London or Oxford, being in fact about half
way between the two. And yet just now it is almost impossible to go out of it for the trains & buses are most
irregular—the telephone quite impossible. Anyway I shall not be here long for the Macmillans want to take their
children up to a Highland glen in Scotland, where their five-year-old daughter won’t ask any questions & will
therefore not have to be told anything about the war. Already the small scattered village of Penn is filling up with
children evacuated from London, every household has two or three. For the last three days I, who have always
disliked the sight of needle & thread, have been sewing almost incessantly—blankets for the evacuated children
and black curtains and blinds for the nightly blackouts. I have also volunteered for canteen duty.
A couple of days ago I received a circular from Somerville College. It began:
According to instructions received earlier the government wishes the Universities to continue to function in all their
teaching activities, and the University of Oxford is told to carry on where it is. The buildings of Somerville College are
requisitioned for hospital purposes, but the College will continue to function in its integrity, and suitable
accommodation is provided for staff & students in a building of Lady Margaret Hall & in the New Buildings of New
College. In our view, students returning should regard their academic course as their serious full-time occupation.
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Term will open at the usual time—13 th October. There follows a list of things we must bring to college—such
as gas masks, electric torch, lightproof material and so on. Furthermore, we have to inform the College definitely
whether we are returning, before 16th Sept.—otherwise the term fees will be charged in full.
I have thought over this & think that perhaps it would be best to continue with my original plans for going to
Oxford. Especially so as Agatha & Dr. Bhandari would not allow me to take on any full-time war service. Still, I
am going up to London tomorrow to find out what I can do in and out of Oxford. There is nothing that I would
dislike more than just sitting & “resting” in some far-off and safe corner, which is what everybody seems to want
me to do.
We have been strongly “advised” by the post office that letters should be “short & to the point.” So I think I
had better stop. We have also, as you must already have noticed, to write name and address in the letter as well as
on the envelope.
You will have such a lot to do in India. Don’t worry about me. I am well—and nothing can happen to me. You
have been in my thoughts lately more than ever, but I am glad you are in India and not in the midst of this horrible
state of affairs—the sustained suspense for weeks and now the worst.
All my love, darling, and do look after yourself. And remember that I shall be thinking of you, even if letters
are not always possible.
Much love, Indu
P.S.
If the Macmillans go to Scotland, I shall go to London—so write to me c/o Agatha.
*
c/o Prof. Macmillan, Hampdens, Penn, Bucks, 7th September, 1939
Darling Papu,
Agatha telephoned your cable to me [the] day before yesterday. She couldn’t make out the date and so we were
not quite sure when it was sent. But I suppose you must be back in India now.
Life is going on more or less as usual, with gas masks and blackouts and air raid warnings. I have decided to
go back to Oxford in October. The Darb will be pleased. She wrote & said she hoped I would be able to do so.
Meanwhile I have not been doing much work. Three million people, mostly children, have been evacuated from
London with only very little hand luggage. They are in great need of blankets, and mattresses and I have been
helping the village women to make these. Sewing dark curtains & fixing black papers for the blackout also take a
terrible lot of time.
Agatha came down here to see me last weekend. She seemed to be in a perfect panic, simply terrified. It was
quite trying to be with her.
Letters take rather a long time these days—especially as they have to go through the censor. So I am sending
you a cable, if that is possible in this tiny village.
With all my love, Indu
*
[c/o Prof. Macmillan], Hampdens, Penn, High Wycombe, bucks, 19th September, 1939
Darling Papu,
Nobody I know has any news from India—except for the two cables to Krishna—and, of course the usual
Reuter reports of the offers of the Aga Khan & the Princes!\fn{ As loyal supporters of the British, the Aga Khan and the
Princes offered their services in the war effort }
I have been writing to you very regularly—twice a week—since war began. All the letters were addressed to
Allahabad. This one I am sending to Wardha. I also sent you a cable to Allahabad.
It is so difficult to write these days. A French soldier wrote a long letter to his wife, who was in the country—
all she received was a large square paper in the middle of which was printed
“Madame, your husband is in perfect health but he is too talkative.” Signed, the Censor!
I am quite—indeed, very well. I am still with the Macmillans & shall stay on until they leave for Scotland;
they have not yet decided just when that will be.
I went up to London at the end of last week to get me some warm clothes—for autumn has come in real
earnest and Penn is cold & windy.
I have two letters from Madame Morin. She wants me to send her cuttings of Indian news—but of course there
isn’t any more here than in France. She is staying with her parents in the country—Jean-Jacques must be called up
by now. She sends her good wishes to you. So do Dr. Bhandari & Agatha.
Bijju Chacha is in London again. He wants me to get your permission “to make cautious experiments with the
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breathing exercises.” Dr. Bhandari has not told him anything but has sent me a message through Agatha—not to
start any exercises, breathing or otherwise, for at least three months. Bijju Chacha wrote the above after I had
conveyed the doctor's message to him. Do let me know what you think of it all.
Very much love, lndu
*
[c/o Prof. Macmillan], Hampdens, Penn, High Wycombe, bucks, 28th September, 1939
Darling Papu,
I was so glad to get your letter of 17 th Sept., which I received yesterday. Some time ago I lost my old spectacles
and tried to use the ones I acquired in Lucknow. These gave me a lot of trouble, so I decided to see a good oculist.
Ellen Wilkinson recommended me hers and I went up to London yesterday to see him. He put drops in my eyes
and examined them thoroughly, and pronounced my eyesight perfectly good and normal! He said I need not have
glasses at all—and that if my eyes hurt me it just meant that I was using them too much. He illustrated this by
saying: If you walk twenty-five miles a day, and gradually get more & more tired, you don’t go to a doctor & ask
“what’s the matter with my legs—they ache?” The only thing I can do is not to read too much, especially by
artificial light. He added that part of the trouble was probably due to wearing glasses and that I would be perfectly
all right when I get used to doing without them. That is good news, is it not?
There seems to be something very fishy about my letters to you. I can’t remember exactly how many I have
written to you or when they were posted. But I am quite positive that I wrote at least two letters, one to China
acknowledging your letters, the cheque & your instructions to the bank, sometime before the letter dated 7 th Sept.
I am keeping very well. In the beginning of October I propose going to London and on the 13 th of that month I
shall go up to Somerville. Saturday—day after tomorrow—is National Register Day. Based on that register, we
shall get our identity cards and food rationing coupons, without which it will not be possible to live in this
country.
I am enclosing an article by Brailsford.\fn{ H. N. Brailsford, British journalist known for his sympathy for India } I think
(but am not quite sure) that it appeared in Reynolds News dated 24th September.
Jean-Jacques has been called upon to join. It must be terrible for Mme Morin. I don’t know if she wants to go
to the front with him or what—but she writes to say that she is leaving Dieulefit with him.
Are you getting your foreign magazines, such as Time & the New Statesman, as usual? In Time of 4th Sept.,
there was rather a good photograph of you & a paragraph about your visit to China.
From Somerville, all sorts of circulars & instructions continue to arrive. I am glad to see, however, that I am to
have a room in the College buildings & not miles away as was previously stated.
Letters are so irregular these days & India seems to be much further away than usual, so it was good to hear
from you. My thoughts are with you all the time.
All my love, Indu
*
[c/o Prof. Macmillan, Hampdens], Penn, [Bucks], 30th September, 1939
Darling Papu,
I wrote to you a few days ago to Wardha. This letter also goes there, for I expect you will have to stay in
Wardha for some time.
This is really an odd sort of war, to say the least! When Hitler invaded Poland & England declared war I was
all excited and enthusiastic and wanted to do something and I did help a bit in the billeting & looking after of the
evacuated children. But the policy of the government has been so very discouraging. One begins to doubt—as
indeed many people in America and other neutral countries and also in Germany are doubting—whether England
is in earnest about the war. And indeed, in the light of recent history and the recent policies of the men who are
now leading the country, how can one be sure? Churchill is the only man in the ministry whose words have some
force and also ring true.\fn{ Winston Churchill was First Lord of the Admiralty in Chamberlain’s War Cabinet } Mr. Chamberlain
has never been accused of being a brilliant personality but now in the hour of Britain’s greatest need of leadership
—I can only quote Richard Law in the Time & Tide:
“We do not ask of Mr. Chamberlain that he should be Pitt or Chatham—only that he should seem a little less
like an alderman exposing a sewage scandal.”
The Home Front is no better—everything seems to be in a frightful mess. To some extent war makes this
inevitable; industry, food supply everyday business are bound to be thrown out of gear. But what about the
schemes and plans which have been ready for over a year and have been having frequent rehearsals & practices,
and much praise from all round—such as the voluntary & paid A.R.P. services, the evacuation of the civil
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population & of the University & College of London, auxiliary forces of women and many voluntary & paid war
service departments? The authorities seem to be quite unaware of the situation. There is a bitter fight between the
Ministry of Information—misinformation, for short—which, in spite, or is it because, of their staff of 999 are
most inefficient, & the press. And when all entertainment houses were suddenly shut down, Low’s Colonel Blimp
came out with a
“Gad, Sir! Sir John Anderson\fn{ Governor of Bengal, 1932-1937, but at this time Home Secretary and Minister for Home
Security} is right; there should not be any amusements and then we shall be so blue that the Nazi aeroplanes won’t
be able to see us even in the daytime!”
What a frightful hotch-potch is this letter! I Am feeling rather fed up at the moment. Also I want to find out
just how much—or how little—the censor will stand for.
We have already got our identity cards which we have to keep on our person all the time.
Much love, Indu
*
Brentford Hospital, Brentford, Middlesex, 26th October, 1939
Darling Papu,
What a lovely photograph of you! It is quite the best I have seen for some time.
It is such a long time since I have written to you—I have now three letters & a telegram, all unacknowledged
and all unanswered. The letters are dated 30 th Sept., 10th Oct. and 13th Oct.2. The telegram is the one from Itarsi.
Meanwhile Dr. Bhandari has received from Bombay through the London office of the American Express £50. He
hasn’t the vaguest idea who has sent them—he thought perhaps it might be for me.
Darling, I am terribly ashamed of myself for falling ill all over again. It is really most exasperating when you
come to think of how scrupulously careful I have been about food, regular hours & rest and so on. Anyway, I have
lost all the weight gained in the last year and now weigh 77 lbs! And here I am back again. I am steadily getting
better however & since yesterday my temp. has been normal. The fluid is still there & my chest is very painful.
Sitting up tires me rather easily, so I won’t write anymore just yet. Dr. Bhandari came in just now with another
telegram from you—about Leysin. He was wanting me to go to German Switzerland—a place just near Davos
called Davos-dorf. Anyway, most of these places are the same and it does not much matter where one goes. Dr.
says I needn’t stay in a sanatorium as long as I am within reach of one and a competent doctor. It’s going to be
very lonely and very expensive.
By the way, before I forget, I have duly completed & sent to the bank the form you enclosed in your letter.
With very much love and all good wishes—you must be having a pretty frightful time these days.
Indu
P S.
I enclose a cartoon by Gabriel. The poster referred to, “Freedom is in Peril, defend it with all your might”, has
cost the govt. a tidy sum of money & is plastered in all sizes all over London, indeed all over the whole country!
You can understand what this means when you realise that the radio, as the press, is completely in the hands of the
govt. in France as well as in England. And all the Germans who fought for the Spanish Republic have been
imprisoned as prisoners of war by the Fr. Govt! And here, in England, every day the govt. takes on more powers
and even the shadow of democracy seems to be receding.
Darling, how thoughtful of you to think of my birthday in the midst of all crises and meetings and trouble!
Thank you so much. I expect I’ll have to spend the day in bed in hospital! Doctor says I have to be here for
another three weeks or a month. And then a few weeks somewhere in England—I do not think I shall go to
Switzerland until Christmas time.
Everybody is being perfectly sweet, so don’t worry about me.
With all my love and all my thoughts,
Your loving, Indu
1st Nov., 1939
P.S.
Darling, I’m getting a bit worried about going to Switzerland. It’s going to be so frightfully expensive. I can’t
decide what to do. I’m feeling rather upset just now. But I shall write soon & tell you what has been decided.
Lots of love, Indu
*
11th November, 1939
To
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Jawaharlal Nehru, Allahabad
Happy birthday darling am much better temperature normal 19 days gained 6 lbs fluid inflammation gone still
staying fortnight hospital.
Indu Nehru.
*
Brentford Hospital, Brentford, Middlesex, 19th November, 1939
Darling Papu,
Your telegram has just come. I was thinking of you at the moment, but that is not even a coincidence for you
have been in my thoughts so much these last weeks.
Nobody [knows] here that it is my birthday today\fn{ She is 22 years old} and yet by a strange coincidence—or
rather, series of coincidences—I am celebrating it in a fitting manner. After a most unusually unrestful and stormy
night, windy and noisy with the banging of doors and the rattling of blinds, Sunday dawned one of the most
beautiful days of the year: sunny, dry and very clear with just a few clouds to cast occasional shadows and to
make the sky more interesting. England started the day by having an extra hour in bed, for this morning at three
a.m. British Summer Time came to an end and all clocks were put back an hour. After that I was allowed to walk,
even to have a real regular bath, the first since I fell ill five weeks ago. I wasn’t allowed to stay in very long but it
was grand all the same.
The last three days I have been sitting up for tea and in the mornings have my bed pulled right up to the
window—which, thank goodness, I can keep wide open—so I can look out on more cheerful objects than the gray
walls of a hospital ward.
Day before yesterday the Macmillans, the people I was staying with out in the country, in Penn, Bucks., drove
along here to see me. Wasn’t it sweet of them? They’re both most frightfully busy people & a forty-mile drive is
not very amusing in these days of petrol rationing. Moreover, they had no idea where Brentford was and got rather
lost! Prof. Macmillan thought I would be interested to meet G. D. H. Cole.\fn{ British economist and Socialist} and,
before he heard that I was ill, wrote to him to look me up at Somerville. Poor G. D. H. trotted up to Somerville
and had to spend quite a while in the very dreary porter’s lodge before he found out that I hadn’t come up.
Except for a packet of cuttings from the N. H. at the beginning of last week, nobody seems to have had any
news from India, neither letters nor papers.
Dr. Samson is sailing for India on the 23 rd Nov. He is coming to see me again on the day before. Dr. Bhandari
thinks he wants to be armed with an excuse for meeting you! I do not know if it will be possible for you or him to
do so but he will be able to see Chhoti Puphi in Bombay. He is rather a charming person—a sensitive face.
You might be interested in these cuttings of Byrd’s expedition.\fn{ In 1939 Richard Evelyn Byrd, an American aviator
and explorer, commanded the U. S. Antarctic Service, a government-sponsored expedition } Do such news creep through to the
Indian papers? American magazines, such as Life and Time are having very interesting sections on the present war.
Do you manage to see them, I wonder?
Here I am writing to you of fleeting, foolish things, while you at the moment must be in conference, burdened
with [the] responsibility of important decisions! Good luck & all my love.
Indu
21st November
Still not posted this letter! One of the major nuisances of being ill is being completely dependent for one’s
everyday needs on the memory and time of other people.
Your letter of the 6 th Nov. has come this morning. It is good to hear from you. By now you will have received
the letters from me & Dr. B. referring to the objections to Leysin.
Bapu sent me a cable on the 19 th, mentioning the “ceremony”. I couldn’t quite get the meaning of it until your
letter came and I found that it was the ceremony of laying the cornerstone of the hospital.
The cuttings you enclose are lovely—especially the photographs. The one of Jinnah is most expressive, but I
love best yours and Bapu’s.
Agatha is bringing Lady Maharaj Singh\fn{ Wife of Sir Maharaj Sing of the Princely family of Kapurthala State, one of 565
such entities by the time of Indian independence in 1947.H } to see me today. Lady M. has just come from Montana—one of
her sons has T. B. & is under treatment there. She is returning on the 6 th Dec. & asks if I will go along with her if I
am ready. Dr. Bhandari is dead against Montana.
From friends in Somerville has come the birthday gift of a book on the Impressionists, with glorious colour
prints of some of their paintings. It is a joy to look at & I miss you for I would share those colours and the beauty
of it with you.
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Much love, darling, Indu
P.S.
I am getting the N. H. cuttings regularly—but it is rather extravagant, isn’t it—Rs. 4-9 annas a week?
*
Brentford Hospital, Brentford, Middlesex, 24th November, 1939
Darlingest Papu,
Your letters of the 10th & 16th arrived practically together. I loved your long letter—but not all of it. What’s all
this about getting old? No one has any right to pretend he’s getting old when he’s only just fifty—no one, that is,
who has ever been young. The essentials of youth belong to you for as long as you like. What do the years matter?
You have been young always and even now, except for occasional depressions which everybody has, you are
younger in spirit than most of us. You area case of jeunesse qui sait, or if you prefer—vieillesse qui peut.\fn{“You
are a case of youth that knows, or if you prefer—old age that can” } As for growing into a “doddering old person” (your
words)—isn’t your imagination running away with you just a little bit? I am afraid this myth of old age is vastly
overdone in India and I have always held strong views on the subject. And the other day, I came across an article
which said more precisely than I ever could just what I thought. Do you mind if I quote?
Something whispers in the ear of every person over forty, “You are getting old. You are not so good as you used to
be.” And God help him if he listens. Youth says it, believing that it needs to insist on that chance to make a place for
itself. One’s own lazy contemporaries say it to justify their own self-coddlings and abandonment of effort. Under our
prevailing notions the first gray hair gives that magnificent excuse long sought by the indolence of our natures. We
forget that what fifty years of sunshine and winter cold have done to our wrinkles means nothing as to the man or
woman inside and has often added an interest and a beauty of power and character that was never there in youth. …
This spirit of youth is a fine thing, but far less humane [or] potentially joyous than the spirit of maturity. Glorify
youth and one glorifies whatever is the moment’s fashion. We are all familiar with the piddling literary attempts of most
great writers in their youth. That out of such feeble cleverness finally emerges original work of authentic power is little
short of miraculous. Yet we ignore such facts & idealise that one characteristic which is our weakness and danger—the
imitative and sentimental restlessness of youth.

I have a letter from Edward Thompson. He writes:
“Your father was an angel to me. He is a wonderful fellow; so boyish, and so drawing everyone’s eyes with
affection and admiration. You should have seen him at Wardha! He runs like a boy and his face lights up with a
boy’s smile …”
The Chinese silks have not arrived yet, for the Thompsons did not know my address & have written asking for
it. They have sold their Boar’s Hill house in Oxford and are now living in Bucks. Mrs. Thompson asked me over
to stay a week or so with them but Doctor thinks I better go straight to Switzerland …
I am allowed to walk about a bit each day, now, and sit up for tea. I am afraid my telegram to you was not quite
correct. Apparently, although the inflammation is fast disappearing there is still some there. Doctor examined me
again today. He said, “There’s still a rub here,” whatever that may mean!
The German blockade is certainly a thing to be reckoned with—more than twenty ships sunk this week—the
mighty British Navy is fast losing her minesweepers and destroyers. 200 German mines were swept ashore last
week. Hitler’s secret weapon is now said to be the “magnetic mine.” It is said to lie much deeper than the reach of
a minesweeper, attached to a needle-like thing which floats on the surface but is too small to be noticed. As soon
as a vessel comes into contact with this needle, it draws up the mine and causes it to explode.
They make one get up at seven fifteen a.m. here and so I usually start the day grumbling, but today I was glad
of it for it was glorious—very clear, but very cold, the grass and the trees glistening white with frost and the sky
bathed in the sunrise.
Lots of love, darling—keep well and forget those fifty years of yours.
Arrivederci, Indu
*
Les Frênes, Leysin, Switzerland, 21st December, 1939
Darling Papu,
I have not the vaguest idea what the arrangements for airmail to India are in this country. Probably the letters
go by rail to Rome.
I have been wanting to write to you ever since I arrived here in Leysin on the 16 th. But the journey tired me out
and I felt too exhausted to sit up straight and write anything coherent.
As you know, we came by plane to Paris. That was perhaps the most tiring phase of the journey. We had
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booked seats on the eleven o’clock plane—there are two services only these days. On the eve of our departure, at
about six p.m. on the 14 th, our traveling agency rang us up to say that our plane had been commandeered by the
military authorities, but that we could go by the earlier one. This meant being at Airways House (nobody is
allowed to go to the airport on their own) at seven thirty a.m. It is a good hour’s drive to Victoria from Brentford
and at that hour of the morning it is pitch dark and there is the early morning mist—into the bargain, it rained. So
I had to get up at five thirty a.m. & leave hospital at six fifteen. Driving in the blackout is no fun at any time and
the driver of my car was not exactly pleased.
“Where d’ye want to go?”
“Airways House.”
“Don’t know where it is! When d’ye have to be there?”
“Seven-thirty.”
“Can’t possibly make it!”
But make it we did, only to have to wait there until eight thirty. Then we jogged along to Heston, where I was
deprived of my identity card & ration book and was sternly reproved for having left my gas mask behind! At the
passport examination we were each handed an important looking paper. Agatha very carefully put ours away in
her bag for safety. Later I wondered what it was & she reluctantly brought it out again. This is what it said:
GOSSIP
You will not help Britain while abroad if you –
(1) run down the British war effort;
(2) allege that British government organisations are bad, muddled, and inept;
(3) give the impression that Britain is defenceless or in danger;
(4) talk thoughtlessly of military, aerial, or naval matters, even if, in your opinion, what you say is harmless. As a
British citizen you have the right to “grouse” in your own country; but idle grumbles voiced abroad are a help to the
enemy.

We wandered round at Heston until ten thirty when an official came and announced that he would let us know
definitely at twelve noon, whether or not we should leave that day! We took off at eleven o’clock.
At the Paris office of Air France we found Nanu waiting. We took a room in a hotel opposite the station & I
was promptly put to bed until we left by the eight o’clock Simplon Express. I had a good night—these train
sleepers are comfortable. From what we had heard of the experiences of other people, we were not looking
forward to Vallorbe—the French frontier. But everything went fine & customs & other officials did not even
remind us of the war. When we thought we had finished all the formalities, there came yet another knock on the
door, which was then opened by one of the quaintest persons I have ever seen.
He might have been any age from fifty to 200—his face was so wrinkled & yet not at all old and it was capped
by a most peculiar furry affair. But all this I noticed later—the first thing that struck me was his smile: “it was as
long as a summer’s afternoon with no teeth to stop its coming through”! Agatha & I lost all power of speech and
stared most rudely—not that a little thing like that could disconcert the apparition. He bowed low and salaamed in
the regular Lucknow manner. Then he spoke:
“I am the medical officer. Have you any infectious disease?” Another bow and salaam—exit.
Switzerland at last. It seemed so strange to see the lights along the railway track. We were met at “Leysinvillage” by Dr. Sheth. By the way, Dr. Sheth left Leysin yesterday—he is going to India from Venice. In Bombay
he will meet Dr. Mehta, who knows him, and tell him about Leysin & me.
This is not a bad place at all—very neat and comfortable rooms, very good food. I have rather an expensive
room at the moment but I hope to change soon. I have a balcony & a magnificent view of the Dents du Midi. This
view is reflected in my mirror inside the room, so actually I have the Dents du Midi on both sides of me!
You would like Dr. Roilier, I am sure. I do. And Agatha was most impressed. I think she is writing to you at
great length about all that he told her & showed her, so I shan’t repeat it here. He wants me to stay here for about
three months, at the end of which time I shall be transformed into a Diana! He said to me:
“You are like a perfectly good motor car whose engine & wheels and everything is quite in order but there is
no petrol so it cannot run; sometimes you can push it a little way but not far. There is nothing wrong with you but
you have no muscular development & no strength to make your organs run as smoothly as they can run. I do not
want you fat as a goose, that is only good for Christmas!!”
Bijju Chacha would approve of him, for he believes in exercises, breathing and otherwise. Dr. Rollier says my
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left lung is much smaller than the right & nothing can be done until its size is increased by breathing exercises. So
would Shridhar Chacha approve of him: for he believes in the sun. He told me to eat mostly those things which
grew in the sun.
But meanwhile I have to stay in bed for perhaps a month more. Agatha got me a lovely pot of cyclamens,
which I love, and Mademoiselle Rollier (one of the Dr.’s daughters who is at least 6 ft tall) brought me a pot of
maidenhair ferns. And I have a radio. So things are not quite as tedious as they might have been. So far, the acid
voice of the German announcer from Bremen & Hamburg—they call him “Lord Haw-Haw” in England—and the
B.B.C. news are my only connection with the world outside. Listening to these two news services bent on
contradicting and making fun of each other—how very ridiculous this wretched war seems!\fn{ The man most
associated with the personality of “Lord Haw-Haw” was one William Joyce (1906-1946), who was captured at the end of the war, tried for
high treason, and hung on January 3, 1946. }

22nd December
I couldn’t write any more yesterday for my bed was taken out on the balcony and my fingers grew too cold to
hold and direct a pen.
This morning brought me letters from Bertram Pickard of the “Palais Wilson” and Gertrud Baer, who also sent
me a pamphlet on Czechoslovakia, which she wants me to forward on to you. They both send you their greetings.
Mr. Pickard is going to send on some of the periodicals he gets—so I shan’t be altogether cut off from the world,
after all! Mlle Hemmerlin has sent me a whole heap of books & a little box of delicious home-made biscuits—
they are packed rather nicely in a silvery box and every time Dr. Rollier comes in, he says:
“Don’t eat too many chocolates!”
Dr. Rollier comes in every other day on a “friendly” visit & once a week—Friday—officially. His daughter
spent some years in England training in Margaret Morrison’s exercises. She teaches them here now. She will start
on me soon—with music. The doctor, or Monsieur le Professeur, as he is called here, is a great believer in
handwork as a potent help towards better health, so it’s a good thing I learnt knitting before I arrived here; else I
should have had to do so here. Not far from here is Rollier’s “Factory clinic.” Here the patients make slippers,
jigsaw puzzles, knitted articles, rugs and many other things, which the government helps to sell—thus these
patients are not only enabled to pay something for their board & lodging & treatment but can also support their
families to some extent, in spite of being ill.
This year is coming to an end—what does 1940 hold for us? It doesn’t look as if it is going to be very cheerful.
I do not know when this letter will reach you, but it brings with it my very best wishes for 1940.
Lots of love, darling, Indu
33.94 Excerpt from Phaniyamma\fn{by Mandagadde Krishnarao Indra (1917-1994)} Tirthalli, Shimoga District,
Karnataka State, India (F) 3
… Phaniyamma quickly wrapped a tundu\fn{A note reads: Tundu means “piece,” and suggests that Phaniyamma used an
old piece of cloth rather than a whole sari, probably because she is going to an “unclean” place and will have to discard her clothing
when she returns.} around herself and followed Jabinabi.
“Latch the outside door. You can open it when I come back.”
Without waiting for a response, she hurried out. Baira, who had been waiting silently at a distance, walked
ahead, the lantern in his hand.
Back at the house, each one turned to look at the other. Phaniyamma’s brother’s daughter-in-law burst out:
“Just before she died, Mallakka wanted to eat some fish. It’s just like that. I really wonder why such a thought
entered Ancheyatte’s mind. She’s gone on pilgrimages, she’s done the rishi panchmi\fn{A note reads: The rishi panchmi
is a special ritual performed by widows on the fifth day of the new moon, in which they worship the rishis (sages), not the gods. Widows are
usually debarred from religious ceremonies .} regularly—why is she going into that untouchable area now? What were

they doing these four days that woman’s been in labor, those sons of foolish widows? Eating mud? And now
they’ve come to call her—at this odd hour of the night! And she—ready to go when they call. There’s little to
choose between them if you ask me—them that ask and them that go! And now tomorrow she’ll have to undertake
the panchagavya\fn{A note reads: Panchagavya is a mixture of the five bovine products (urine, cow dung, milk, curd, and ghee) mixed
in specified proportions. A spoonful is taken to purify oneself after one has come in contact with impure or unholy things such as childbirth
or death.} ceremony to purify herself.”

This was the first time that the people in the house were displeased with Ancheyatte, or Post Mother, which is
what they called Phaniyamma. They lowered the wick of the lantern, and as they went to sleep each one had
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something to say to the other.
The darkness seemed impenetrable. Phaniyamma followed the path lit by Baira’s lantern. They walked several
hundred yards before they reached his hut. A part of the verandah had been curtained off with a blanket. Inside, on
the mat, Sinki lay in an exhausted sleep. When they saw Phaniyamma enter the hut, the women stood up,
dumbstruck. Phaniyamma went straight to Sinki and sat down by her side. The girl had closed her eyes. It was
difficult to tell whether she was dead or alive. Poor child, she looked so tired. Baira’s wife began to howl.
“Phaniavva, save my daughter somehow! Who knows, she might already be dead!”
Phaniyamma placed her hand on Sinki’s forehead and felt the warmth. She beckoned to Jabinabi and said:
“Tell me what it is that I have to do now, quick. I’ve nursed hundreds of women after they’ve given birth, but
have never delivered a child before. Tell me quickly.”
Jabinabi put the lamp close to Sinki’s feet, then placed the pot of castor oil in front of Phaniyamma and said:
“Here, smear this oil on your right hand. Cover it completely. Then bunch all five fingers together tight. Ease
your small hand inside, grasp the child’s head firmly, and pull it out, slowly. I’ll push the baby down from above.
Let the burnt-out cinder of a son die if he wants to, but Sinki must live.”
Jabinabi began massaging Sinki’s abdomen downwards lightly with slow, sure hands. The other women
gathered round to help. Sinki’s mother continued wailing loudly. Phaniyamma turned to her and chided softly:
“Why do you have to cry like that, you left-handed lout, when so many of us are struggling to save her?”
The woman fell silent. Phaniyamma’s little hand eased into Sinki’s body, and within two minutes it emerged
holding the baby! A torrent of blood gushed out. Phaniyamma trembled and went cold. Oh God, how terrible
creation is! I don’t mind having been widowed. I’m glad I’ve been saved from all this … filth, this sort of life.
Suddenly she remembered Putta Jois and Paddi’s secret love affair and the glimpse she had had of it. She thought,
How funny! For this? Is this why one lives in human form? If I am to be born again, God, please give me the life
of a flowering plant. In this life I have done nothing sinful. I don’t want to be born again, if I can help it.
This was her daily prayer. There were some who believed in heaven, hell, rebirth, punishment, expiation and
so on, and others who didn’t, but pretended to believe in them all the same. Why? As Phaniyamma turned all
these things in her mind, Jabinabi was working hard to make the baby breathe. She slapped it on its bottom, but it
wouldn’t cry. She then held it up by the feet, with its head down, and swung it briskly from side to side two or
three times.
It suddenly let out a feeble cry.
Jabinabi handed the baby over to Sinki’s mother and told her to wash it and put it to sleep. Then she kneaded
Sinki’s belly and pushed the afterbirth out. Along with it came another gush of blood.
“Water,” Sinki moaned.
They gave her a little water to drink. The others bustled around. Thank God, both the mother and the baby
were safe.
Sinki’s mother bowed before Phaniyamma with hands joined in deference.
“You have a hand of gold, Mother,” she said. “You have saved my child.”
Phaniyamma cut her short.
“Stop this nonsense now. Take care of the baby and the mother. Give me some soapnut powder and water to
clean my hands. When I reach home, I’ll send you some musk and medicinal balm for the new mother. Send Baira
with me. But listen, don’t let any of my people know that I delivered the baby. I’ll tell them that Sinki had already
delivered when I arrived.”
Phaniyamma washed and scrubbed her hands. She felt revolted by the sight of the blood and afterbirth. Oh
God, how ironic that in spite of all this pain and this disgusting filth, women still go to their men! What strange
forgetfulness! How can they simply bear ten or fifteen children—one after another, like that! No, God, I am sure I
don’t want to be born as a human being in my next birth, certainly not as a woman, no!
She scrubbed her hands thoroughly, and saying, “Take good care of the mother and child,” she left, warning
them again not to let the news spread that she had performed the delivery. They promised not to say a word. Baira
picked up the lantern and led the way out.
“Baira, let’s go to the farm first. I’ll bathe in the pond there before we go home.”
Baira hesitated and said:
“A bath in this bitter cold? And at this hour of the night? It may not be good for your old body to bathe in such
cold water. Surely someone at home will give you hot water.”
Phaniyamma laughed at him.
“Do as I tell you. For eighty years I’ve been bathing in cold water. Why should I use hot water now?”
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He could not argue with her any more, so he retreated and waited for her a little distance from the pond. It was
nearly three in the morning. The big clock in the house could be heard striking even at that distance. Swiftly
Phaniyamma dipped herself eight times in the water, rinsed her mouth out, began softly muttering the purificatory
mantras, and made the customary propitiatory offerings of water to the gods three times.
Wrapped in the same wet tundu, she walked home and asked Baira to wait near the gate. She knocked on the
door. As her sister’s son opened it, he asked:
“Why did they send for you? Has Sinki delivered?”
Phaniyamma walked in and said, “Tell Baira to wait. Useless fellows! They really have nothing better to do. It
was for nothing that they sent for me. The woman had already delivered by the time I arrived. Nanji\fn{ A note
reads: Phaniyamma changes the name to cover up the fact that she had not only gone into an Untouchable’s house, but had worked with
Jabinabi, who is a Muslim, thus breaking two strict taboos. Nanji is a Gowda and not an Untouchable, and therefore is more acceptable .}

—the midwife—was looking after her. Anyway, what do I know about deliveries and all that? I stood outside the
house the whole time. I felt so unclean. So I had to have a dip in the pond. I’ll send some food and medicine for
the new mother now.”
Surappa had asked Baira to wait. Phaniyamma gave Baira the medicine and then went and changed her
clothes. She lay down on her bed, but sleep would not come for a long time. The first cock crowed. So it was
morning already! She rose and set about her routine. When the others awoke, they all asked her about Sinki. She
repeated the story she had told Surappa in the night. Once again she went to the pond, took a dip and, still in the
same wet clothes, swallowed the panchagavya.
When Baira’s wife came at ten in the morning, Phaniyamma turned to her brother’s daughter-in-law and said:
“Will you ask her if both the baby and the mother are well? I can’t come out and speak to her because I’ve
already had a bath. I’ve brewed some clove tea for the woman. Take it out and pour it into a mud pot for her to
carry home.”
Both mother and baby were well, Phaniyamma was told, and the tea was handed over to the woman. Then
Phaniyamma said:
“Tell Baira’s wife not to give the new mother any rice for at least two days. Give her some wheat and jaggery
so they can make some gruel for her. We should help them as much as we can. After that it’s left to them.”
Because Phaniyamma had ordered it, Baira’s wife got some wheat and jaggery from the house.
“I’ll come back, Amma,” she said before leaving.
In that big house, that big family, there had of course been many births, but Phaniyamma herself had never
been present at even a single one. Usually some Gowda midwife and some old woman would sit in the dim light
with the woman in labor. Childbirth was not such a problem in those days. Within an hour everything would be
over. Phaniyamma, however, was always in charge of the supply of medicines, herbal teas, and hot water. Except
for actually attending to a delivery, she could manage just about everything. Now she had also seen an actual birth
with her own eyes, even if it had been just once. For two whole days she was not quite herself; her mind was
troubled. As she sat to count her beads and meditate, she felt her slimy fingers slip inside Sinki’s body and was
overcome with a great disgust. She even doubted whether the panchagavya had really purified her. So she took a
dose every day for two more days just to be sure.
But to herself. she thought:
“Grandmother often used to say that attending at a single birth is as good, as meritorious, as making a
pilgrimage to Kashi. Well, what is done is done. After all, a living thing is something precious. If I have saved two
lives, it should be even more meritorious. I should stop thinking about it.”
And so Phaniyamma tried to find comfort for herself and put the event aside in her mind.
All the same, while going about her work, she often wondered about the mysteries of creation and birth. Poor
old woman! She had, after all, never been exposed to the real world except for that single trip to Kashi.
A woman becomes untouchable every month when she sees her own blood, and must sit apart for three days.
On the fourth day she is supposed to have become pure. Many women, even in Phaniyamma’s family, bled for
eight days. But that was not considered foul. Widows who had been shaved by Untouchable barbers remained
pure. But an unshaven widow, even if she is not touched by a man, is impure.
Hundreds of such puzzling thoughts plagued Phaniyamma again and again. …
35.69 Alefa\fn{by Shaukat Osman (1917-1998)} Sabalsinghapur, Hughli District, West Bengal State, India (M) 5
“Literacy comes in handy in the end.”
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Maliha Begum’s husband Ashek Ali used to repeat the old adage, but he did not live long enough to see what
use it had for them.
Maliha Begum had by her own perseverance picked up a little education; so she had a clerk like Ashek Ali for
her husband. After her husband’s death, she found her livelihood as a primary school teacher. Her literacy came in
handy in the end. Otherwise mother and daughter would have been cast away without a trace.
But Maliha could not get her only daughter Alefa to accept the old adage. She was in class eight, and she was
the top girl of her class, when her education had to be terminated. Though no fees were required, money had to be
spent on clothes and books. Maliha was prepared to suffer but the stubborn girl upset it all.
Maliha Begum was disappointed. It wouldn’t have mattered if the girl’s father were alive, or if they were well
off. In the beginning the mother and the daughter fought a kind of duel. Finally the mother gave up, leaving it all
to destiny.
But Alefa hadn’t herself given up easily. She felt small before her better-dressed class mates. One could
overcome that with the power of one’s mind. But that was not all.
Alefa, who put on a burqa to go to school, had to walk ten yards through a narrow alleyway before she got on
to the main road. She felt as if ten or twelve people were buried along the alleyway and she was walking over
them, while bony hands stretched out towards her. The local lads whistled at her, hung about like frustrated lovers,
bringing up sighs as she passed them. They stared at her veiled eyes as if the slightest hint from their beloved’s
eyes would be enough to gratify them.
Some of these lovers sang obscenities one wouldn’t expect from adolescents. But then everybody did not have
the privilege of innocent adolescence. For that, one had to have enough to live on. The child of a poor lower
middle class home, Alefa had from the age of seven seen some of the dark alleyways of life. Yet there was a limit
to one’s tolerance.
Brought up on Bombay films, these lads had developed a keen sense of propriety. To disguise their obscenities,
they sang in a foreign language, Hindi:
O milkmaid
Come to my alley …

Singing these songs solo as well as in chorus, they filled the alleyway when Alefa passed on her way to school.
One day Alefa told her mother that she would much rather go to the house of Yama than to school.
Mahila Begum conceded defeat. Alefa was a spirited girl and she knew the medicine obscenity required. But
her mother had warned her not to get into trouble. She could lose her job, which depended on the goodwill of the
local people, and few people saw anything wrong with their own children.
There was another way: approaching a local man of influence. But that way had closed long ago. Soon after
the death of Maliha’s husband, a local businessman, Ali Miyan, had kindly sent her word expressing his
willingness to marry her. This cow had a calf, making it more expensive to support her. Yet Ali Miyan was
prepared to have her consent. She did not go back to her parents either. Her husband had left her this two-roomed
bamboo house with a kitchen. Maliha had taken her decision after much thought. Once in a while the frustrated
businessman gave vent to his annoyance, and false rumors sometimes poisoned Maliha’s day-to-day life.
Ten years had passed since her husband’s death. Like a firm tree, Maliha Begum had struggled against the
storm and survived. The only man who visited them as a selfless well-wisher was one of Alefa’s father’s friends,
Kalim saheb. The man had worries of his own, but he kept a watch on this hapless family. It was he who had
found Maliha her teaching job. His relationship with the family had remained unbroken. This sort of relationship
was not very common and people spread rumors, but Kalim saheb continued to keep in touch with the family.
Of late all Maliha’s problems had dissolved into one. She said:
“Kalim bhai, how long can this girl remain unmarried?”
“Don’t worry, Maliha bhabhi. She’s a pretty girl; we’ll find a handsome groom for her.”
Alefa too sensed that the wind had changed. The cuckoo did not quite call out the way it did before. It poured
honeyed poison into her ear. And the trees beckoned to her.
Alefa knew that books were a great solace. She used to ask Maliha to get books from her school library. Maliha
understood her needs. She did not like leaving her at home on her own, but she had to. It was Alefa’s misfortune
that there were no girls of her age in the mohalla. She had made a few friends at school. They sometimes visited
her, but she herself couldn’t go out. She had to stay in if only to watch over the house. Even books sometimes
failed to get rid of her anguish.
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Across the alleyway, there was a deep nullah. Water from the whole area flowed noisily down it during the
rains. There was a piece of waste ground beyond the nullah, skirted by two or three small brick houses. Alefa
could see into those houses if she moved the curtain. There was a wooded area behind the mohalla, beyond which
spread out the sky.
Alefa did not move the curtain as her mother disapproved of it. She was a grown-up girl on her own; it was
natural to be cautious.
In her mother’s absence, Alefa felt restless. Didn’t she even have the right to look at the sky? She sometimes
stood quietly at the window and the sky looked at the adolescent girl, as if they have been looking at each other
for ages.
One day a man’s eyes fell upon the window. A young man was walking about in the waste ground beyond the
nullah. Alefa’s eyes fell on him. She dropped the curtain at once, but held her head pressed against the window
frame. There was only this white curtain between them. Through a slit in the curtain Alefa satisfied her curiosity.
Then it was found that at a certain hour of the day the man kept appearing at the same spot. One day it was
drizzling, but the wayfarer was duly present. That day Alefa, lying alone in her bed, laughed her head off. Then
the field remained unhaunted for a few days. Only the sky looked down upon the window at dusk. Alefa felt sad.
She had found something to help her pass the time; now someone had snatched it out of her hands.
Then one day another young man appeared on the waste ground. With a book in his hand, he strolled along.
The distant motor horn sounded much sadder. The listless wayfarer walked by. Then the dusk swallowed him too.
Alefa could not raise her head from the window frame.
Her daughter’s behavior worried Maliha. Sometimes Alefa became so quiet that she embarrassed her mother.
Peace in day-to-day-life became an anathema to her. At school she was responsible for the spiritual life of the
children in her charge, yet she was unable to do anything about her own daughter.
One day Kalim saheb came to visit them. Maliha asked him to find a groom for Alefa. Kalim saheb had made
some efforts. He said he had quite liked a clerk, but the young man had no parents. He had some land, so Alefa
would have to take charge of the household right from the start. Besides, Alefa had grown up in town; how was
she going to cope in the country? So Kalim saheb had not proceeded further. Maliha Begum was annoyed; from
behind the purdah she gave him a taste of her bitterness through her voice.
“Kalim bhai, are you looking for the prince of Iran for the daughter of a poor school teacher? All I want is a
young man who earns his living. You don’t have to go looking for anything better than that.”
Alefa’s father’s friend did not quite approve of this female advice. Alefa overheard the conversation of the
elders, but she kept quiet. It was painful to remain imprisoned at home for twenty-four hours. If marriage could
get her out of this suffering, then so be it. Marriage had no further meaning for Alefa.
One day Maliha got it into her head that if something happened to the girl, she would lose face for ever. In the
past Kalim saheb visited them in his own time. He didn’t have to be summoned. But Maliha suddenly got so
impatient that she got someone to fetch him for a meeting.
Kalim saheb was prompt. The problem was equally urgent for him. If he could see his friend’s daughter
married, the bone in his throat would come unstuck. He came, but not empty handed.
“Didn’t I tell you?” he said as he stepped into the courtyard. The sentence remained unfinished, but there was a
distinct trace of happiness in his voice. Then he started laughing. Such crazy behavior brought a smile to Maliha’s
lips.
“Bhabhi saheb.”
“Yes.”
“Didn’t I tell you we'd have a good groom for Alefa?”
That wiped out the smile off Alefa’s face. She lowered her head and went to the other room.
“I’ve heard that before,” Maliha Begum opened her mouth to speak.
“It’s true this time.”
“Praise God.”
Kalim saheb gave a detailed account. The would-be groom was an officer at a commercial firm with a salary of
two hundred and fifty rupees—there weren’t many people around with that sort of income. He was about twenty
five years old and handsome.
Maliha Begum did not actually believe it all. A prince for the daughter of a school teacher! She had doubts.
“You’re not joking, Kalim bhai?”
“No, no. Now, God willing, let’s hope the good work will be concluded soon.”
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Kalim saheb gave her more information. The groom came from Bihar, but would like to settle in East Bengal.
That was why they were looking for a local bride. With an embarrassed expression, Kalim saheb said:
“I hope you don’t mind that he’s from Bihar.”
“If you like him, shouldn’t I? He’s a Muslim, I hope.”
“Muslim, of course,” he said, laughing. “Do you think I’ve been looking for a Brahmin groom for Alefa?”
Alefa, who was listening to the conversation from the other room, laughed too.
Kalim saheb threw more light on the would-be groom. His name was Akil Kazmi. All he had in the world was
a widowed sister. She would come to see the bride. They spoke broken Bengali.
“Do you like him?” Maliha Begum asked.
“I do.”
“Then I’ll say no more. Allah be praised.” Her voice was laced with happiness. “May Allah be good to you,”
she said. She had never expressed her gratitude so openly.
First the groom’s sister came. There was no question of disliking the girl, especially a girl like Alefa. Then two
friends of the groom came, not to see the bride, but to fix the wedding date.
Kalim Saheb had already made the necessary arrangements. The bride’s side would not be required to spend
much. The groom would come with half a dozen friends to collect the bride. There would be fifteen or twenty
guests in all. But there was a problem. You could not have a wedding without the participation of the local people.
A few of them had to be invited. Usually a marquee was put up in the adjoining field to hold wedding receptions
of the mohalla. The co-operation of the local elders was necessary.
Kalim saheb openly discussed the matter with the groom, who was prepared to bear all expenses. The bride
was pretty and one did not get married very often. Everybody wanted to have a little fun together with their
friends. If that meant some expenses, that was fine. Akil Kazmi gave Kalim Saheb five hundred rupees in
advance.
“If you need more, please don’t hesitate to ask,” he told him.
On the day of the wedding, Kalim saheb, playing the dual role of bride’s guardian and matchmaker, was run
off his feet. With the consent of the elders of the mohalla—Ali Miyan, Zahur Mridha, Rabbani Sheikh, and others
—a marquee was put up in the waste ground for the wedding reception. One had to invite some local people; there
would be about twenty of them. Twenty-five would accompany the groom. In the final count, there would be
about fifty to sixty people.
Some arrangements had to be made at the bride’s house to keep face. Otherwise even the pots and dishes were
hired by the groom. There was no stinginess from that quarter.
The word went round that Alefa was getting married to a Government officer, who earned a salary of two
hundred and fifty rupees. Two hundred and fifty! The number two wife of business man Ali Miyan asked her
husband in surprise:
“Have you heard?”
“Yes, yes, I’ve heard. You think an officer would marry that teacher woman’s daughter! Rubbish!”
Yes, an officer. As everybody knew. Ali Miyan had it confirmed independently. It was not untrue that the
groom’s income was two hundred and fifty rupees.
Nobody knew that there even was a woman called Maliha Begum in that area. If they did, they had forgotten.
The two-hundred-and-fifty-rupee groom put her name on everybody’s lips so that the whole area buzzed with it.
There must be something wrong with the groom, Ali Miyan put it about, otherwise what officer would ever marry
the daughter of that primary school teacher woman? The chance meetings hummed with gossip and envy. Some
women in purdah, who had never been to the house, came over to talk to the two women. Some even got themselves invited to the wedding.
The wedding night.
It was eight-thirty by the time the groom arrived. The groom’s companions came in cars, horse carriages and
rickshaws. His car was decorated with flowers. The mohalla buzzed with activity. The reception got going.
Akil Kazmi’s friends were fashionable young men. Kalim Saheb and some well-wishers of the mohalla
represented the bride’s side. Ali Miyan was not far away. Zahur Mridha puffed away at his huqqa, with Rabbani
Sheikh sitting by him. Sheikhji had a hydrocele of the size of a number two football. Under the light of a thousand
lamps he was telling stories to his neighbors. The fragrance of pilau was in the air. Cooked meat was kept warm
with glowing charcoal on the top of the pots as well as under. The glow of the fire as well as the fragrance of the
food kept the majlis warm.
It was well past eight-thirty. They waited for two of Kazmi’s friends who had not yet arrived.
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Soon they arrived. Now they could start with the feast. Before that, however, a few rituals had to be concluded.
Ali Miyan said:
“Show us the groom’s presents for the bride.”
Wasim, a friend of the groom, in trousers, a Hawaiian shirt, capless, came forward. He opened the trunk and
showed the clothes and ornaments to all. Zahur Mridha took them in his hands to scrutinize. There were three or
four sets of ornaments. Kalim saheb said, his voice soaked with humility:
“We did not demand ornaments. They have brought so much. It’s so kind of them.” He rushed inside to tell
Maliha. The groom was generous. Ten ounces of gold was no small matter. It was not in the deal.
Rabbani Sheikh was sitting at a distance, his movement restricted by the burden of his inflated testicles.
Curious, he too moved forward and intoned:
“Good, good.”
Ali Miyan did not like the saris.
“Saheb,” he said, “These are not wedding saris.”
“Please accept them now. The groom has the means. He’ll get the right kind later.”
Then the question of bride money came up. Kalim saheb felt remorse. It should have been settled earlier. Now
Ali Miyan was the social elder. His views had to be considered. Kalim saheb said:
“Let the bride money be fixed at two thousand rupees.”
Ali Miyan and Rabbani together laughed out loudly. Betel-leaf-chewing Zahur Mridha laughed so hard that a
little of the betel juice spurted out on to his white wrapper.
“The mohalla has its honor,” Ali Miyan said. “The groom earns two hundred and fifty rupees a month. In my
opinion, the bride money should be fixed at ten thousand rupees.”
Someone on the groom’s side protested. Ten thousand was too much.
“Sure, it’s not peanuts,” Rabbani commented. Wasim came to his friend’s defense.
“Listen, what he earns is nothing these days.”
Zahur Mridha insisted on the custom. Wasim said:
“Stuff the custom. Tell me what should be the bride money.”
“Ten thousand,” said Zahur forcefully.
Wasim was an accountant by profession. He mentioned the Hadith.
“What was the bride money for Muhammad’s daughter Fatima?”
“Forget it,” Rabbani Sheikh retorted. “Think of the times.”
“I can’t do away with the Hadith,” Wasim cut in.
“Are you teaching us the Hadith?” Zahur Mridha challenged, raising his voice.
“I didn’t mean that,” Wasim said, his tone softened.
“If you didn’t mean that, what did you mean? You want to teach the Hadith to the people of Bengal?”
Wasim would not back out.
“Sir,” he said, “the theological schools of Jaunpur, Deoband, Fulwari—are they in Bengal or in Bihar?”
“Shoot it all,” Rabbani Sheikh gave his verdict. “The bride money will be ten thousand and no less.”
Ali Miyan seconded it and Zahur Mridha shook his head in agreement. The invited neighbor Rouf Kazi
shouted, “Agreed.”
The groom’s side buzzed with whispered exchanges in which the groom himself participated. Wasim
whispered into his friend’s ear: “No use kicking a fuss over this. Who ever paid bride money? There was no point
in haggling over it. After all Kazmi had come to get married, not to engage in trade.”
Many of the groom’s friends were quite peeved. But Akil was an honest lad. He whispered that a widow was
involved. Their stubbornness should not put her in trouble.
The groom agreed to ten thousand.
They had argued for a long time. It was past eleven by the time they came to an agreement. After the
settlement of the bride money, it was customary to get the groom to give something for the local mosque, the
primary school and the graveyard.
Rabbani Sheikh slapped down a list. Four hundred rupees. The groom’s side had lost the first round. The
ignominy of defeat raised the temperature. Wasim protested. They were prepared to spend some money in
deference to the custom. But why that much? It wasn’t tax. It should be up to the groom to decide what to pay.
The local elders conferred among themselves and gave the verdict:
“Four hundred rupees and no less.”
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A friend of the groom appealed that on the wedding of a widow’s daughter, they ought to show a little kindness. Rabbani Sheikh raised his voice.
“What do you mean? Are we forcing anybody?”
“You are being very kind,” Wasim replied. “But why do you want money for the graveyard?”
“One must pay for the school, the mosque and the graveyard.”
“Will the groom go to school to learn the alphabet?”
Wasim was visibly excited.
“His children will.”
“They’re not born yet.”
“Well, they’ll go when they’re born.”
“And the graveyard? Have we come here to wed or to die?”
“Watch your tongue,” Ali Miyan roared. “You spurn the custom of Bengal?”
“Who’s spurning?” Wasim’s tone was not conciliatory.
The united voices of Zahur and Ali Miyan hit the highest pitch.
“Have you come here to teach us custom, you Bihari apes?”
Rabbani Sheikh, an old Pakistanist, who thought Muslims of the world were one nation, cried:
“Kick the Bihari brutes out. Come to marry in Bengal? Kick them out!”
Those who were sitting stood up. The groom’s party was near to exploding.
“Get up, Kazmi. You can marry elsewhere.”
“Aren’t you a man? Get up.”
“Stuff the custom.”
Rabbani Sheikh shouted, spraying a great quantity of spittle:
“Call the local lads. We’ll teach the Biharis a lesson.”
The noise had hit the highest pitch. Poor Kalim Saheb now held Wasim’s hands, now those of the local elders,
and appealed, crying:
“For God’s sake, for the sake of a poor widow, calm down.”
But who would listen to him?
Kazmi’s friends called out to him:
“Right, you get married. We can’t stay here any longer.”
Nobody was sitting down. A fight could break out any minute. But the quarrel remained limited to a war of
words. The groom’s party walked fast towards the main road, the groom joining them.
The noise had of course reached the interior. Dazed Alefa in her bridal dress walked to the window. There went
her would-be husband. Slim, fair, she could see him in the light of the punch-light. He was more handsome than
the young men who had once walked past her window. In achkan and soft white trousers, turban in hand, a
garland of flowers round his neck, the groom disappeared quickly with his companions.
Alefa tore off her garland. The flowers were still fresh. She turned into a block of wood. When a neighbor
called out her name, she pressed down her head hard on the window.
Maliha had fainted in the next room.
A feast-mad crowd waited in the field. There was no wedding, but that was no reason to starve.
Kalim Saheb wailed out like a mourning woman, just once, and then went completely quiet. He did not move.
What had happened? His mute eyes madly sought an answer.
78.496 The Leaking Ship\fn{by Vasundhara Patwardhan (1917-2010)} Pune?, Maharashtra State, India (F) 6
Bâbikâkâ came out of the astrologer’s house and walked along the street still staring at his wrinkled palm. For
a whole year now he had been driven by this new obsession. He must have been to fifteen or twenty of them, and
each hard-boiled astrologer had raised his eyebrows in astonishment to see this 67 year-old man, his legs and arms
like sticks, holding his hand out to them and asking desperately, “How much longer have I to live?” One would
say, “Till seventy,” another, “Seventy-two,” but Bâbikâkâ was still not satisfied. With downcast look he would
ask, “Is that all?” The astrologers would say to themselves,
“What a lust for life! What has he got to live for?”
It was not only them, for all the members of Bâbikâkâ’s household felt the same about his passion for fortunetelling. The only exception was his elder son. The rest—his younger son, both daughters-in-law and the eldest
grandson—all thought that Bâbikâkâ was far too fond of living. All his family grown up, his wife having died
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years before, nothing to do with himself all day! At 65 he had looked more like 75. For whose sake should he,
who had been an old man ever since he turned forty, want to go on clinging to life?
But the old man continued to seek out new astrologers and show them his palm and his horoscope, and still he
had not found one who suited him. He had no confidence in the ones who declared that he would live to seventy
or seventy-two, but still when he realized that he might have only another couple of years to go he nearly lost his
head. He began to feel that he was dangling in space, hanging on to something for dear life, and that one day his
arms would give way. The ship had been afloat for so long. He was tortured by a fear that the water was beginning
to come in. Every little ache and pain and he was terrified, but he still had a great desire to live.
Maybe it was because he realized that he had nearly reached his limit, that he wanted to fight against the
waters more fiercely than ever. This was why he needed an astrologer who would give him eighty years, and
today he had found one. the man he had seen today had told him that he would live to be eighty. As he walked
along now still studying his long lifeline, Bâbikâkâ was a little happier.
He reached the house. As he came in he peered into the letter-box outside the door. He always did the same.
There was never any letter for him there. All the people who might have written to him lived close by. Still the
habit was too strong for him. There were two letters in the box. He took them out and went and stood by the
window in the outer room. He pulled silver-framed spectacles from his pocket. The arms had broken long ago and
been replaced by string. He wound the string round his ears and balancing the two lenses on his nose started to
read the letters. Now and again he glanced round quickly, for he took pains to see that no-one should catch him
reading other people’s letters. When his younger son came in and demanded the letters he unwillingly handed
them over but he made a face as he did so. The son’s face was swollen with fury. He would have loved to curse
the old man, but he bit the words back. Even so he could not help muttering, “They’re not for you. One’s for Appâ
and the other’s my wife’s.”
He stormed off into the kitchen holding his wife’s letter. Bâbikâkâ cursed his son silently. “My wife, My wife,”
he whispered furiously. “Ought to be ashamed of himself talking like that in front of me.”
Outside his daughter-in-law was biting her husband’s ear off in a voice that would carry to the next room.
“What does he think he’s doing reading our letters? Is that the sort of behavior for an old man? My father’s old
too you know, but he doesn’t act so unnaturally in everything he does. Poking his nose into everything!”
Bâbikâkâ heard it all, but it was part of his nature now to slip his hand into letter-boxes, to read other people’s
mail and then, when the crime was discovered, to listen silently to words like these from the injured party. He
might chafe and fret, but next day when the postman came he would be there at the door again. He had to see
whether anyone had written anything about him to a member of the family.
Bâbikâkâ took off his coat and hung it on a peg. He lacked the energy to put it up properly and it dangled there
limply in the same way as its owner clung wearily on to life.
He sat down upon an old mat, leaning on a pillow against the wall. One of his grandchildren brought him a cup
of tea. He always had his second round of tea between 8:30 and 9, but today he was aggravated because of the
letter business. He picked up the cup and took it back to the kitchen. His elder daughter-in-law asked sharply,
“What’s the matter then?”
“Don’t want any tea today.”
He went and sat down again and turned over the pages of the newspaper for a while. Normally he would read
every word, including the advertisements, but today his mind was not on it. He got up and went and stood on the
balcony. Somebody on his way to fetch water called,
“All right today, Bâbikâkâ?”
“If I wasn’t all right I wouldn’t be standing here,” Bâbikâkâ replied woundingly. He ran his fingers over the
protruding bones at the base of his neck and after querulously looking all around went inside again. There was no
pleasure in life without his nine o’clock tea, but he had refused it now and he could not bring himself to ask. So he
went and dithered on the threshold of the kitchen. “I’m hungry,” he said, apparently addressing the opposite wall.
The women gave him a gram of flower lâdu and some civadâ in a saucer. They set a pât for him and water to
drink. But Bâbikâkâ picked up his saucer and went outside to prop himself against the pillow. He popped two or
three crumbs of the civadâ into his mouth and looked all around him for something. At this moment his little
grand-daughter came running in shouting, “Granddad, Granddad,” and flung her arms round his neck. “What’s all
this then? What’s all this?” he said drawing her close to him. He kissed her and pushed back here hair. He scolded
her saying, “What’s happened to your kunku spot?” and gave her a handful of civadâ. Then very softly he asked
her, “Get me a piece of paper will you, dear?”
She brought it to him. He carefully wrapped up half the lâdu and all the remaining civadâ and put it in the
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pocket of his coat. The younger daughter-in-law watched this whole performance from behind the kitchen door
and told her sister-in-law. The latter tossed her head, too busy to take much notice, and said, “He’s getting old and
silly. Don’t take any notice. If he says he’s hungry we can’t refuse him.”
The younger son and the grandchildren had their meal at 10. One had to go to the office and the others to
school. Round about eleven they asked Bâbikâkâ if they should serve him now.
“I’ve just eaten something,” he answered sulkily. “How d’you expect me to be hungry already. I don’t want
any dinner.”
The women disappeared into the kitchen. Bâbikâkâ pottered round aimlessly. There was hardly any movement
in the house. The elder son ran a stationery shop and had his meal later. The others were out at school or office.
The women were in the back. Even the two littlest grandchildren had stopped their noise. It was the noon calm.
After a little while the elder woman emerged to ask her father once again if he wanted to eat. She found the
inner door closed. She listened and heard a slight noise, so she opened the door a crack and peeped through. It
was not right to do such a thing, she knew, but she knew also that Bâbikâkâ’s little tricks were often worth looking
into. Bâbikâkâ was trying a key in the table drawer. She was blazing with anger and nearly went out and gave the
old man a piece of her mind. But then she remembered about her husband. She knew that he would not stand for
his father being spoken to sharply. She had to be content with standing behind the door and watching.
Bâbikâkâ unlocked the drawer and opened it, and then with trembling fingers he removed a ten- rupee note
from the wallet that was there. Surreptitiously he transferred the note to the inside pocket of his coat as it hung on
the hook. He hung the key back on its nail and cunningly opening the door again he went and sat back against his
pillow. There was no feeling of relief for him though. He was sweating and trembling. He felt that there was
always someone keeping watch on him. It was his own son’s money, but it was the wife who kept watch like a
dragon. No right to his own son’s money! He was a good son though. But that wife …
And the two daughters were talking and waving their arms about in the kitchen. When they had calmed down a
little the elder one said, “What did he go and forget the key for anyway? Lose sight of your key and it’s goodbye
to your money.”
“He’s only human. Everyone forgets now and again. But there’s no reason for Mâmanji to touch it, still less to
put it in the lock. He slides around the house like a serpent, spying on us. And yet we’re not allowed to say a word
against him.”
“You’re right! He does the stealing and it’s us that have to creep around like thieves. It’s a kind of stealing the
way he goes on living too. What has he got to live for? What does he need money for? After all both his sons lay
their earnings in front of him every month.”
They were still discussing it when the elder son came home from the shop. Bâbikâkâ was lying back against
his cushion almost crying with hunger. Appâ went up to him and took his hand between his own. “How are you
then, Kâkâ?”
Bâbikâkâ said nothing. He felt like weeping outright at his son’s tenderness towards him. “Have you had your
dinner?” Appâ went on.
The old man was quite overcome by this simple question. “No,” he answered tearfully, “I don’t want anything.
You go and eat.”
“Aren’t you feeling well then, Kâkâ?” Appâ asked as he took off his outer clothes.
“I’m all right. What should be wrong with me? I’m not hungry, that’s all.”
Appâ knew his father. If you pressed him to eat he would always insist that he was not hungry. He said
nothing, but went to wash and then came and took the old man by the hand. “Come on Kâkâ. Come and take a
couple of mouthfuls to keep me company.” “Is the rice nice and hot?” he called out to his wife. “Give father some
milk and polis.”
He sat him down beside him. With his son Bâbikâkâ always became weaker and feebler than ever. He was like
a child again, the child of his own son. His chin began to quiver involuntarily and his dull eyes filled with tears.
As he sat down to eat beside his son he felt so weak that he wanted to lean his whole weight against him. He
listened to his words but without understanding. Nothing that Appâ said ever hurt him. Appâ was considerate. In
his every word, in his every action, you could hear the ring of compassion for his father’ old age. Appâ and
Bâbikâkâ were friends.
But for the women and the other men in the house all this was hypocrisy. As Appâ took the old man’s hand and
sat him down to his dinner they made little signs to each other. The younger daughter felt obliged to whisper in
the other’s ear, “I suppose we’ve got to beg him to eat his dinner every day now.”
“You’d think he was at death’s door as soon as his son comes in,” the elder one replied. “He’d plenty of
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strength to unlock that drawer a few minutes ago.”
Appâ’s face went hard as he heard them whispering together. He glared angrily at his wife and she hastily
moved away and poured some more milk into Bâbikâkâ’s bowl.
All the same she had definitely made up her mind that today she would say something to her husband, come
what may. Thee had been several occasions before on which a few annas had been missing, but they could not go
on with drawers being broken into and ten-rupee notes stolen Mâmanji might be here today and gone tomorrow,
she would say, but we’ve got to go on living.
However, after the meal Appâ went straight to the outer room to lie down without saying another word to his
wife. Before doing anything else he laid out Bâbikâkâ’s mattress, and then he read to him a little as they both lay
there. When it was time for the shop he drank his tea and did not forget to see that Bâbikâkâ was given some as
well. He made a practice of ensuring that as much as possible was done for Bâbikâkâ while he himself was
present. “Kâkâ, I’m going now,” he said as he went out.
He always took leave of his father whenever he went out. His brother on the other hand always said goodbye
to his wife. Not much in that you might say, but in Bâbikâkâ’s view it was highly important. He saw in it Appâ’s
affection and felt the smart of his younger son’s neglect.
The moment that Appâ had gone Bâbikâkâ began to make ready to go out himself. He put on his coat. He
straightened out his dhoti. He felt in his pocket to make sure that everything was there and began to descend the
stairs, one step at a time. “I’m just going out for a while,” he called back
The younger daughter-in-law said, “What does he want to go out for in this heat?”
She got up herself and went out to the balcony to see which way Mâmanji was going. She just saw him stop at
the corner and look all around him and then disappear. She was suspicious. The way he had been walking looked
odd, like a man taking precautions, his face troubled. She untucked the padar from her waist and pulled it round
her shoulders, slipped her feet into her chappals and was at the corner in a couple of minutes. She looked in the
direction that he had gone and stopped still in amazement.
Bâbikâkâ was standing in the Irani café opposite. He had collected a number of little paper bags and was
getting out his wallet to pay. She did not wait any longer but went straight home and made her report to her sister.
Together they fumed over Mâmanji’s scandalous behavior. Elder daughter-in-law smote her forehead and
cried, “Second childhood is right! What can we do about him? It looks as if we don’t give him enough to eat.
What will everyone say if they get to know about this? But he’s got to have his bits and pieces, his bhajis and his
chivadâ. No wonder he’s got that cough! He’s nothing else to do but eat, but all he wants is more food and more
time to gormandize in.”
It was well after dark before Bâbikâkâ came home. It was a Thursday, and every Thursday it was the family
custom to garland the picture of Datta, light incense sticks and make an offering of sweets. The younger son and
the children had been home for some time and had all had their share of sweets. The younger daughter-in-law said
to her husband, “Give Mâmanji two. One to eat now and the other to put in his pocket.”
He giggled and laid two sweets on his father’s hand. Then he wrapped up the remaining sweets and put them in
the niche behind the Datta shrine.
He talked with his wife for a time and then remembered a job he had to do and went out again. Soon
afterwards his friend Râjâbhâu turned up. He was the son of an old friend and Bâbikâkâ asked him to come in and
sit down. After they had talked a little the old man said very quietly, “Can I ask you something?”
“What?”
“You won’t tell anyone else?”
“No.”
“Could you lend me fifty rupees?”
He was flabbergasted. He showed his empty pockets and said sorrowfully, “Where could I find fifty rupees,
Bâbikâkâ?”
“All right, just lend me something. Whatever you can manage,” Bâbikâkâ replied even more sorrowfully,
Râjâbhâu pulled out five rupees. Bâbikâkâ stuffed it in the pocket of his coat and sitting down again said, “I’ll
give it back to you next year. Don’t tell anyone though will you? Swear you won’t.”
The poor man took himself off without saying a word to anyone, but the eldest grandson had heard it all and
went and told his mother. She telephoned to her brother-in-law and Bâbikâkâ’s secret was soon being secretly
discussed by the whole household.
Soon the younger son came home again. “Have they told you,” Bâbikâkâ said to him. ‘You friend’s been here.”
“Which friend?”
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“That, er, you know—Râjâbhâu came.”
“Why didn’t he wait then?”
“How should I know?”
“What d’you mean. Didn’t you ask him to sit down?”
The son sounded as if he had completely forgotten who he was talking to. Bâbikâkâ only replied meekly, “Yes
of course he sat down. I was talking to him for a while myself.”
“And what were you talking to him about?”
This time Bâbikâkâ hit back. “What d’you mean? Aren’t I allowed to talk to him then? I’ll talk to him
whenever I feel like it. Are you going to stop me?”
“I’ll stop you because of what you say to him. You feel like asking him for money and then we feel shamed.
Money doesn’t grow on trees you know just to pay your expenses. Well, didn’t you ask him for money?”
The shouting could be heard all over the house and everyone started to gather round. Bâbikâkâ could not bear
that he, the nominal head of the house, should be put to shame in front of them all, even the children. He
staggered to his feet and shrieked, “Go on. Go and ask him yourself. Why should I ask for money?”
“You asked him. I know you did.”
When he saw that the game was up the old man sat down quietly again. “Well, perhaps I did ask him. And
what if I did? You don’t seem to want to know why I asked him.”
“I’m asking you now. Why? Tell me why you’re always trying to get money out of people.”
“Nobody’s on my side, nobody’s really fond of me. A child like you couldn’t understand. The only true feeling
in the world is for money, that’s what. If your old father had got ten thousand rupees you’d never have talked to
him like that. I’ll borrow money if I want to, and you can pay it back. After all I’ve done for you! Appâ doesn’t
forget, but you …”
There was much more that the younger son wanted to say. The rest were all looking awkward and upset, but
his own wife’s face was beaming. She had been waiting for years to hear her husband really give the old man a
piece of his mind. The other daughter-in-law had not been bold enough to come out and listen openly. She too had
been very definite that someone would have to speak to father, but she had never wanted him to be dishonored, to
be dressed down in public like a schoolboy. Her brother-in-law was just going on when they all heard Appâ’s step
on the stair. He was afraid of Appâ. He was still too much the younger brother to be able to defy him to his face.
Appâ had given strict warnings to them all that they were not to give the neighbors a treat by quarreling with his
father openly, so that now he had to content himself with saying, “It’s not worth even answering you if you’re
going to talk such rubbish.”
Appâ came in and found them all standing around silently. Everyone trod warily, knowing that something had
just happened which must be concealed from Appâ if possible. He was aware of it himself, but realizing what they
all wanted he made a pretence of noticing nothing. Bâbikâkâ of course turned tearful as soon as he saw his son.
After the women had gone back into the kitchen the younger one said, “Mâmanji is getting above himself the
way brother treats him. I’m glad my husband said what he did today. It’s time someone told him a few home
truths.”
The elder daughter-in-law made no reply, but she silently resolved to tell the whole story to her husband that
evening.
She reckoned that Bâbikâkâ would hardly want any evening meal. After all he had consumed ten rupees worth
of café food during the day! he had just extracted five rupees out of one poor man and goodness knows how many
other people he had laid under contribution. If Bâbikâkâ was allowed to go on borrowing money like this why
they would never be able to hold up their heads again. She would have to warn that simple, father-besotted
husband of hers.
She was still thinking about it all as she served out the food. She did not set a place for her greedy father-inlaw. After all he could never bring himself to eat unless you pressed him! And today of course, just to be
awkward, it happened quite the opposite. Without being called Bâbikâkâ came into the kitchen before everybody
else and sat himself down. “Serve up quick,” he said. “I’m hungry.” The two women looked at each other and the
unspoken question flashed between them, “What greedy devil’s got into his belly today?”
Bâbikâkâ ate two or three mouthfuls more than usual and then went and lay down, chewing his
supâri,\fn{Betel-nut.} on the bed that Appâ had spread for him. When everyone was down Appâ’s wife said to her
husband quietly, “Are you going to listen to me tonight?” Appâ laughed at her. “Have I ever not listened to you?”
“What d’you mean by that? Anyone would think you were henpecked. But if you don’t want to listen to
anything you just lie there and ignore me.”
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“Tell me when I ever did that.”
“I haven’t made a list. But there’s some subjects you don’t like talking about.”
“Yes! So why bring up subjects that I don’t like. Let’s talk about something that we both like.”
“None of that! Tonight you’ve got to listen to me. And don’t get angry. If you keep putting it off …”
“I suppose it’s about Kâkâ,” he said smiling.
“How did you know?”
“If I don’t know what you’re going to talk about then who else? All right, go on. I’m listening. What happened
today? What letter did he read?”
“Oh, that happens all the time. This evening, though, a friend of your brother’s came to the house, and he
asked him for fifty rupees.”
“Did he give him them?”
“He gave him five.”
Appâ gave a sigh of relief. “How did you know?” he asked her.
“Chandu told us.”
“That means you spy on him,” he said with a trace of anger.
“Yes! Yes! We’ve got to keep an eye on him. We haven’t done all this time, but we’ve got to now.”
“Why?”
“Mâmanji unlocked your table drawer today and took a ten-rupee note. Have you noticed that?”
“Did you see him?”
“Yes, I did. It’s the first time I’ve seen him, and now I’m telling you.”
“Shall I tell you the truth?” Appâ said confidentially. “I know all about it.”
“And you still let him.”
“Listen a moment will you? Kâkâ has often taken money like that, and he’s asked other people for it. Two or
three men have even asked me if I don’t let my father have any money. What d’you think I felt like? But I’ve
always told them that if he asks for money don’t give him any, and if you do give it then get it back from me.”
“But why does he do it? You pay all his expenses, and you’re always on at us about the cost of living and
cutting down.”
“Well of course.”
“What d’you mean, of course?” she said loudly.
“There’s expenses and expenses you know.”
“But you ought to say something to him. tell him it’s not right. If he wants anything he should ask us for it. If
he’s hungry why doesn’t he ask his daughters? No-one’s going to refuse him.”
“I know that. It’s only because you’re both good-natured that it’s worked out all right so far.”
“Then why does he keep going round to that café?”
“How do you know that?” he asked, suddenly angry. …\fn{ I have just (01/27/17) discovered at this point a lacunae of
undetermined length, but is probably only a page or so. According to the Bibliography—CCLXII— the story is printed in Raeside, Ian
(trns.) The Rough And The Smooth: Short Stories Translated From Marathi. Asia Publishing House, Bombay, 1966.} It covers a time
between the end of this conversation and an attempt by the wife of Appa’s brother to snoop into her father-in-laws trunk to discover where
he has hidden (she presumes) the monies he has been “borrowing” from various people in the neighborhood. I will attempt to retrieve the
book from Cornell University by way of the public library here in Corning:H }

…
was half open, but at Mâmanji’s cry it slipped from her hand and slammed shut. She got up quickly.
Mâmanji was standing before her with his lips trembling, his arms and legs shaking uncontrollably. His normal
weak and watery eyes were read. When he saw her trying to slip past him he spread out his withered, wrinkled
arms across the doorway to stop her, and at first too angry to speak he finally managed to shriek at her, “What are
you doing with my trunk?”
The daughter-in-law was terrified. She had set out to catch a thief and now she was caught red-handed herself.
And by father-in-law in person! When she still said nothing Bâbikâkâ snatched the padlock out of her hand and
shook his fist at her. “Thief!” he shouted. “Why did you unlock my trunk? And the key?”
He turned to look at his coat and saw that it was not hanging in hits usually lop-sided way. He went stamping
over to it and felt in the pockets. Wallet, packet of sweets, key—all had disappeared. “Bitch!” he bellowed. His
face was dark with blood. As she got out through the door he hurled the padlock at her back.
The younger son came running and stood in front of his wife. “What do you think you’re doing, Kâkâ?” he
shouted.
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“Brigands! Swine! That creature has broken into my trunk. She’s been rifling my pockets!” Bâbikâkâ began to
curse furiously. His son held him back.
And now Appâ came, woken by the noise. As soon as he saw him Bâbikâkâ just stood silently trembling. Still
beside himself with rage his lips quivered and his jaws shook. Then all at once he started to weep noisily and
strike his own face.
Appâ caught hold of his hands and murmuring, “What’s the matter now, what’s the matter?” tried to calm him
down. But Bâbikâkâ struggled more than ever until all at once he rolled up his eyes and fell into Appâ’s arms.
*
From that very hour, as if he had only been waiting for the chance, Bâbikâkâ fell ill. Within a week he looked
as if he was eighty. He refused to see his younger son and daughter, and Appâ and his wife devoted every waking
hour to nursing him. But now the ship was rocking furiously. The water was rising in her hold. The coat was
slipping from its peg.
Appâ saw clearly what was going to happen and Bâbikâkâ began to realize the truth as well. He began to feel
himself that his hands were slipping from the support that he had clutched for so many years, that he was falling
deep. Time after time he would raise up his hand to his filmy eyes and study the life-line on his palm. In his eyes
the light was sinking day by day and they were hardly ever free from tears. Sometimes he would remember and
call out, “Appâ!”
But when Appâ came he would only say with a tremble in his voice, “Nothing! I only wanted to see you.”
But when this had happened three or four times Appâ knew that this was not true, that Bâbikâkâ was troubled
by something. The doctor had said that they would only have him for a couple more days. Only two more days!
Appâ’s heart turned over within him, but he still did not dare. He went on waiting, but Bâbikâkâ called him again,
and again would say nothing. Appâ made up his mind at last and went out.
A little later he came back with an elderly woman. Her hair was gray, her arms and legs were wrinkled and her
expression wan with sorrow. Appâ offered her a chair as soon as she came into the room, but she would only stand
tremulously at the foot of Bâbikâkâ’s bed. Her face was stiff with hesitancy and shame, yet the tears ran down her
cheeks in streams. Bâbikâkâ’s eyes opened as soon as he heard her step. Appâ went out and pulled the door
to\fn{Shut.} behind him.
Outside there was a question in everybody’s eyes. But Appâ was in the house, the old man was dying and noone dared to open his mouth.
As soon as the door had shut the old woman went close to Bâbikâkâ.
“I’ve come,” she said.
He stroked her hair sadly. “How did you come? I’ve been wanting to see you so much. They say I’ve only two
days left.”
She laid her hand over his lips. “Don’t talk like that. I need you. I won’t let you go.
She clasped him to her, caressing the pale stubble-grown face with her tired old hands and wetting it with her
tears. He tried to stroke her face in return. “I’m so happy that you came,” he said. “It’s only your company that I
need.”
“I know! But you mustn’t leave me. Don’t leave me.”
What could Bâbikâkâ say? He knew that he must.
“I won’t leave you penniless,” he said. “I’ve arranged it.” She stuffed the bundled-up end of the padar into her
mouth to stifle the sobs.
“Don’t hold back,” he said. “This is the last time we shall meet. Open your heart to me.”
He took her head upon his breast and she could feel his old body shaking with sobs as it clung to his departing
spirit.
“Bâbi didn’t come then?” he asked.
“She’s gone to school.”
“Does she know that I’m ill?”
“No. If she had she would have insisted on coming. But how could she come to this house? That’s why I didn’t
tell her.” She stopped a moment and then went on.
“When you didn’t come for a whole week, and every day you used to bring Bâbi some sweets or a piece of
cloth, I told her that you’d gone to your village.”
“What class is she in? English fifth\fn{Fifth form, not the fifth grade.} isn’t it?”
“Yes.”
“You must do everything that I’ve told you before. Bâbi is my daughter and when the time comes you must go
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to Appâ.”
It was getting dark now and the lamps were lit. Appâ knocked on the door and came in. The old lady
understood. The mounting sobs were almost too much for her, but she was not his wedded wife to mourn him
openly. She sweltered in silent anguish. She bent down and touched Kâkâ’s feet. The hands and the feet trembled
together. Finally she turned to go. Four times she turned back at the doorway and then at last she went.
She had gone, and gradually the family assembled in Bâbikâkâ’s room. No-one was angered now by the
discovery of his secret, and he himself seemed to care nothing. That night until bedtime he felt much better.
Everybody went to bed. Only Appâ was to sleep in his father’s room.
When he saw that they were alone Bâbikâkâ said, “The key is under my pillow. Open the trunk when I’ve
gone. There’s a letter for you inside. You’ll see to it won’t you?”
“Kâkâ, what are you talking about,” Appâ said.
“No, no, boy. The eighty years are up. I am getting ready now. It’s hard to remember everything. This line—
the line on my hand here—is getting very faint now.”
Bâbikâkâ shut his eyes. Appâ gave him his medicine and then lay down himself. His mind was full of thoughts.
Some time in the small hours he went to sleep at last. Bâbikâkâ’s breathing was quiet and steady.
Appâ woke in the morning and Bâbikâkâ was gone. Only his body remained. Appâ had no way of telling when
he had died, and everyone agreed that Bâbikâkâ himself had probably never known.
When Appâ opened the chest there were only four things in it: a purse, a sealed packet and two photographs.
One was of the woman who had come the evening before and the other of a girl about thirteen years old. The
packet was a letter addressed to Appâ. He read:
In my trunk is a purse. There are three thousand rupees in it. They are for Bâbi’s marriage. Bâbi is mine. I want her
to be married. Please give the money to her mother, Saubhâyavati Sonibai, whenever she asks for it.

1918
33.101 The Need For Sympathy\fn{by Illindala Saraswati Devi (1918- )} “eastern coastal region of Andhra Pradesh”,
[Jataprole Samstanam, Paalamuru District (now Mahbubnagar District), Telegana State,] India (F) 3
Bangaramma had been looking out through the window since daybreak. She had ordered some coffee, but
though the train had passed through two stations, the vendor had not yet brought it. She fell asleep waiting. The
compartment was not crowded at that hour, so she could lie down, stretching her legs a bit and resting her head on
her arm.
She dozed, disturbed every now and then; a mild headache reminded her that the coffee had not yet arrived.
Then, rocked by the speeding train, she fell into a deep sleep. She lost count of the stations the train had passed
through.
When she woke at last, she realized that several other passengers had entered. The compartment was filled
with chatter. She could hear one conversation quite clearly.
“How old do you think she is?”
“About twenty-five?”
“That’s what she looks like, but I am quite sure she is much older than that.”
“True. It’s hard to guess a person’s age these days, when most people dye their hair and lavish their skin with
creams to prevent wrinkling.”
“But even fifteen-year-old boys have gray hair nowadays. What do you think about that?”
She wasn’t quite sure whom they were talking about, but she was eager to listen in on what they had to say, so
she pretended to be still asleep. They must have noticed her stirring, for they dropped their voices and began to
whisper.
At that moment, the coffee vendor finally arrived. She sipped the coffee, and, taking care not to glance up, took
out some betel nut shavings from the pouch in her handbag and started chewing them. She noticed that there were
four other passengers in the compartment, all men. One wore a suit, while the others were dressed more
traditionally in dhotis and shirts. When she sat up, they quickly straightened themselves and behaved like polite,
respectable people.
Without raising her head, she looked at her own body. She was firm and taut like a full-blown bicycle tire. Her
complexion blended perfectly with the gold bangles round her wrists. She definitely looked much younger than
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her age. Suddenly she remembered with a sharp thrill of joy the conversation she had overheard. Without
betraying her emotion she turned and looked out the window.
It was past eight o’clock. The train was running very fast. The passengers grew stiff and stopped talking. The
atmosphere was suddenly oppressive. For want of anything better to do, she had just taken out a few more bits of
betel nut and had begun to chew when the train abruptly came to a halt. Several passengers got off and rushed
toward the engine. Two of them were from her compartment. There were still people rushing towards the engine
while others had begun to return. They were saying:
“Poor thing. She was quite young. Her head is badly crushed. She doesn’t even look poor.”
About an hour later they managed to remove the body, and the train began to move once more. The passengers
returned to their seats.
One of them said:
“Poor woman! Who was she? How did she fall under a moving train? And why, I wonder.” As he had not gone
up to the scene of the accident himself, he was asking others for details.
“How can we tell? We just took a look. Her head was badly crushed,” one of them answered.
“How old was she?” the first man asked, suggesting perhaps that some clue to the problem lay there.
“I can’t really say. It’s quite difficult to guess a woman’s age. She was neither young, nor old.”
Suddenly he became aware of Bangaramma’s presence and felt awkward.
Noticing his embarrassment, another added:
“It seems she had children too. It's really difficult to tell what drove her to forsake them like this and jump
under a moving train.”
There was a sudden lull in their conversation. The train had stopped at a side station. Two women entered the
compartment. Within a couple of minutes one of them started chatting with Bangaramma and asked her where she
was going. Bangaramma told her.
“Who are you going to see?”
“My daughter,” Bangaramma replied tersely, without even looking up as she spoke.
“What does your daughter do there? Is she married?” She seemed really eager to know.
“My daughter has a child. I’m visiting her only because I want to be there for my grandson’s birthday feast,”
Bangaramma said reluctantly.
The other woman showed surprise.
“Your grandson’s birthday feast! Looking at you, who would guess that you are a grandmother?” With the air
of one who had made a real discovery, she looked at the other people in the compartment with a meaningful smile.
The men also betrayed their astonishment. One of them looked at the others triumphantly, as if to say that he
had already guessed as much and had told them so. Suddenly they seemed to relax. Shedding their earlier
inhibitions, they began to speak more freely, and even made a few crude jokes. They tossed the newspapers
around, making no attempt to keep them in order. Bangaramma sensed the change. She found their behavior
nauseating.
She continued to sit in that compartment for another hour. Then she got up and put her baggage together. As
soon as the train reached her station, she stepped off and waited on the platform. A young man entered the
carriage and picked up her baggage. As the train was pulling out of the station, the woman shouted out to
Bangaramm:
“Is he your son-in-law?”
Bangaramma turned her face away.
When the cart stopped in front of the threshold, her daughter ran out and led her into the house. The place was
already bustling with relatives. The boy was out playing somewhere, but her daughter found him and brought him
to Bangaramma. Without saying a word, she gave him a tin of biscuits.
He wanted to run back, taking the tin with him, but his mother held him by the hand, and said:
“This is your grandmother. Don’t run away.”
Bangaramma began to feel uneasy. After lunch she lay down and slept till five in the evening. As she was
sipping a cup of coffee, her daughter came and sat beside her. The birthday celebrations were to be held the next
day. There would be a feast. Several guests had yet to arrive. She gave her mother all the details, and said:
“Your son-in-law is very keen on celebrating on a very grand scale. There is no way I will be able to manage it.
You will have to take charge of everything.”
Bangaramma listened to her without saying a word. Just then the boy came in. He had eaten as many biscuits
as he could, and had given the rest away to his friends. They were delicious. He decided he wanted to make
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friends’ with his grandmother. His mother expected that the grandmother would reach out for the boy and fondle
him. But Bangaramma did not even look at him.
“Why have you come to Grandma once again? Do you expect her to give you another tin of biscuits?” his
mother scolded. “Look, Mother, see how naughty he is,” she said. Bangaramma smiled, but didn’t respond.
That night the daughter said to her husband, “My mother has changed quite a bit. She remains distant most of
the time, and doesn’t seem to talk to anyone with enthusiasm. I sat near her for a while in the afternoon and spoke
about the arrangements for tomorrow’s function. But she didn’t say a word.”
“Perhaps she finds it miserable living all alone in that large house. Why don’t you ask her to come and live
here with us?”
Bangaramma overheard the conversation. She was still tired after the journey, but she grasped the significance
of those words quite clearly.
She rose early the next morning, and moved about briskly. Looking enthusiastic, she personally checked on all
arrangements. She gave her grandson some more gifts, and hugged him in the presence of her daughter.
Bangaramma had had only one child—this daughter. When the daughter had left her parental home to live with
her husband, Bangaramma had felt quite lonely. Her husband had then been her sole companion, and they had
looked like a newly married couple. Motherhood had not left any visible scars either on her appearance or on her
mental attitude. Her husband’s job involved an annual transfer from one place to another, and it suited her well.
Wherever they went, people said, “See, how young she looks.” Those words were music to her ears. They braced
her. Later, even after she became a widow, this pride in her appearance persisted. She continued to wear her
ornaments, and continued to look pretty and youthful.
Bangaramma put on a georgette sari that morning. She went round looking gay, welcoming the guests warmly
and chatting with them. The celebration went off very smoothly. Soon the guests began to leave. Then she heard
one of them asking her daughter:
“You said that your mother would visit you. Hasn’t she come?”
Her daughter introduced Bangaramma to the guests.
“Oh, so you are the boy’s grandmother! We never realized it. Your grandson does look a lot like you. Pardon
me for saying it, but it is really difficult to guess that you are a grandmother.”
The daughter burst into peals of laughter. The guests were surprised, but Bangaramma was deeply disturbed by
the remarks, She felt a certain heaviness in her heart.
After dinner Bangaramma sat in the backyard to get some fresh air. Her son-in-law's parents spotted her and
came to sit near her. They talked about the party.
Just then the boy came out carrying a large Japanese toy. He began to prattle sweetly.
Bangaramma was delighted to see him. She looked at him affectionately and stretched her hands out in his
direction. His grandfather said:
“Young fellow, will you give that toy to me?”
“No. I’ll give it only to my grandma.”
Bangaramma was troubled. She pulled her arms back, as though she had been stung by an insect.
The next day all the guests left, but her daughter did not allow Bangaramma to leave.
A few days after the birthday party her grandson suddenly fell ill, and was bedridden with a high fever. The
temperature did not come down even after four days. Though there was a doctor attending him, the boy’s parents
were really frightened.
One night he grew quite restless. It was a difficult task to pacify his mother. Bangaramma was disturbed about
her daughter. She wanted to hold her, to console her. But when Bangaramma went out to be with her, the boy
called out, “Grandma!” and so she had to rush back to his room. When her daughter came to the boy’s room, she
hugged her and wept. Her daughter had not eaten a proper meal or slept for over a week. Bangaramma felt
anxious.
One night the doctor said to her:
“Don’t let the boy’s mother sit up with him. Otherwise she, too, will fall ill.”
Bangaramma couldn’t bear to see her daughter’s suffering. Somehow she managed to control her feelings, and
she continued to sit near the boy. He was fast asleep. It was time to give him a dose of medicine. She looked at the
clock, and wondered whether she should wake him up.
The boy muttered feebly, “Grandma,” and that troubled her too. During her visit, Bangaramma had begun to
enjoy the child’s chatter, and had felt happy watching her daughter fondle him. She felt sad that her husband had
not been able to enjoy all this. But the word grandma was something quite unbearable. Many people would
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consider the prospect of holding a grandchild in their arms a great blessing, but not Bangaramma. It made her
burn within.
The boy cried pathetically, again, “Grandma!”
Bangaramma was startled by the sound. She looked at herself from top to toe. Every time the boy called out
“Grandma” she felt that the sound had the power to destroy her strength and her youth. Many things began to
trouble her. It was as if her firm body had suddenly shrunk. Were wrinkles appearing on her smooth skin, and
gnarled veins jutting out of her arms? Were her cheeks growing hollow? Her strong clean teeth falling out? Was
her black, gleaming hair turning a little gray? Was her straight spine slowly bending? These thoughts flashed
through her mind one after another. Her hands gave way, and the medicine bottle fell crashing to the floor.
Hearing the crash, her daughter and son-in-law rushed into the room. Seeing her trembling, her daughter led
her out of the room.
Two days later, the boy showed signs of improvement. One morning his parents were sitting by his bed,
chatting casually. The daughter was waiting for her mother to fetch the coffee. It was past eight, but there were no
signs of her having awakened. The daughter went round the house, calling out to her mother. Then she noticed a
letter on the bed in her mother’s room.
Dear Daughter,
I didn’t want to disturb your sleep. So I am leaving without telling you. I have grown weary of the bonds of the
family. For a long time now I have been thinking of serving as a nurse in a hospital. I don’t have to execute a separate
will and testament. Your son will inherit all my property.
Bangaramma

She read the note. And wiping her tears, she said to her husband:
“Really, my mother has no courage at all.”
267.59 Excerpt from The Voice Of The Heart: An Autobiography\fn{by Mrinalini Sarabhai (1918-after 2004)}
Madras, Tamil Nadu State, India (F) 13
1
My Father, Subbarama Swaminadhan, was the pivot of my existence and I, being the youngest of four
children, always felt deeply loved and cherished by him. There was Govind, Lakshmi, Subbaram and myself—
two boys and two girls. Every evening, when my father returned home, he sat on the verandah in an easy chair,
while people from all walks of life came to visit—lawyers, doctors, even bankers—all seeking advice. At five
years old, I clearly remember sitting unashamedly on his lap in the late evenings as he sat out in the garden,
reading his legal “briefs” with him and enjoying the gory tales of murder and revenge.
Insects buzzed all over his white, khadi-clad form and I teased him, calling him my puchi (insect) cushion. He
is as real to me today as then—his smile, his kind, twinkling eyes, and the proud way he steadfastly claimed:
“This child will be somebody when she grows up …”
*
“Daddy”, as I fondly called him, was from a small village in Sekharipuram in the Palghat district of Kerala,
famous for its Sanskrit and Vedic scholars of Brahmin descent.
His lather, Subbarama Pattar, was an excellent scholar who, when he was fifteen, was taken by his uncle to
north Kerala, where he taught him accountancy and legal matters. He returned to his village and got married and it
was here that young Swaminadhan was born in December 1870. But soon the family moved to Vellinayhi where
Subbarama Pattar became a manager for the estates of a wealthy Namboodiri family and established himself as an
advisor to many of the people around, amongst whom was P. Govinda Menon, who was also a landowner. They
were all fond of my father and brought him gifts of books which enabled him to be proficient in Sanskrit,
Malayalam and English.
The school in Vellinayhi depended on government grants and had to prove its teaching efficiency.
Swaminadhan, as the prized student, was sent to represent the school. The inspector, impressed by the child,
especially with his knowledge of English, not only gave him a handsome prize but also increased the school’s
grant.
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Everyone was delighted with Swaminadhan’s success and there was much interest in his future. Govinda
Menon, who was the district munsiff of Manjeri at the time, suggested Subbararna Pattar move the family to
Manjeri, where there was a better school. Here began a lifelong friendship with the Govinda Menons.
*
My father soon showed his brilliance. The annual examinations of the school were held at Calicut\fn{ The text
has: Kozhikode (earlier Calicut). I have edited the text to retain the old names of the cities and towns of pre-Independence India, in the
interest of textual consistency between this and the thousands of other texts in The Protocol for World Peace which do not know of postIndependence renaming. I have enough with this: there is no need to compound Wade-Giles conversions with Indian renames. That is the
preoccupation with new allurements of Maya for the new Indian generations:H }at the end of the year. That year, at the

examinations, the superintendent noticed a slim young boy, sitting quietly, not writing his paper.
“Are you ill?” he asked. “Do you need anything?”
“No, sir,” came the reply. “I have finished the paper and am waiting for the bell to ring.” The superintendent
looked around at the other students who were still feverishly trying to finish their paper.
“What school do you come from?” he asked, surprised at the confidence of the youngster.
“Manjeri, sir.”
“Well, I hope you pass with credits. If you do well, come and see me and I will try and get you a scholarship.”
And so it happened. The young Swaminadhan came first in the whole of Kerala and went to join the school
which was attached to the Provincial College of Calicut. Here he met a truly great teacher, Padmanabha Aiyar,
who, apart from his solicitude for all the students, set aside one sixth of his salary every month to buy books for
his poor and deserving pupils. Swaminadhan soon passed the matriculation examination, once again “first” in
Kerala.
All seemed well, but then tragedy struck. His father died suddenly. Because of his generous nature he had
spent far more than his income on hospitality to his friends and in helping his relations with the weddings of their
children, leaving nothing but liabilities and debt to his family. As the eldest son, Swaminadhari suddenly found
himself alone in a cruel world, where most of his father’s rich friends deserted him.
I can only imagine my father, a young boy, perhaps standing on the banks of the river, gazing at the green
fields of paddy, the coconut palms rich with fruit, the slim graceful areca trees swaying in the morning breeze, and
wondering what to do.
There was no one to help him make his decision. I do not know whether he consulted Govinda Menon or the
teacher Padmanabha, but he sold the house and bought a smaller one for his grandmother, mother and the other
relatives dependent on his father. Then he went back to Calicut to continue his education, supporting himself by
tutoring children from rich families, often going hungry himself, working day and night to a grueling schedule.
He was only eighteen. Living in a small room, he brought his eight-year-old brother, Ranganadhan, to stay and
study with him. For two years, they lived in piteous conditions, cooking their food in the morning and eating
dinner only when there were leftovers. So thin did he become that he was nicknamed “skeleton” at school.
My father had a photographic memory which stood him in good stead. Helping his fellow students with his
knowledge, he made friends with many of them, one of whom, Seshu Aiyar, was to retain a deep love for him all
his life.
Most of his classmates left for Madras after the final examination, for the best colleges were situated there. But
he had no money and had a family to support. He became a clerk on a salary of twenty-five rupees a month—a
job that was as tedious as it was taxing. One day, in desperation, he took three weeks’ pay, sold a watch, a present,
for the pitiable sum of ten rupees, and went to Madras to try his luck.
It was on a dark, moonless night that the young man walked through the streets of Madras, to the home of his
friend, Seshu Aiyar. Fortunately, he was warmly received and both of them sat up through the night planning their
future. The next morning, Swaminadhan went to the famous Madras Christian College to meet the principal, Dr
Miller, known to be a good and kindhearted man.
“Yes, you can sit for the competitive examination to he held tomorrow,” he said, adding, “this is a special
case.”
Determined to succeed, Swarninadhan’s next visit was to Pachiappa College whose principal was Mr. John
Adams, where a similar request was made and granted. Sitting for two examinations, he stood first in both. Now
Dr. Miller and Mr. Adams both wanted him in their colleges for they realized he was brilliant and fearless.
“What shall I do?” he asked Seshu.
“Toss a coin,” Seshu laughed.
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A coin was flung into the air and Dr. Miller won. Even so, Swaminadhan kept up a cordial relationship with
Mr. Adams throughout his life.
Now began the terrible grind. The scholarship hardly sufficed and Swaminadhan lived in utter poverty, eating
only one meal a day, walking miles to tutor students, borrowing books from the library for study as there was no
money to pay for his own. Every scrap he earned went to his family and to his young brother still studying in
Calicut. But at last the tide turned, and as he said himself, many years later, it was the first ray of sunshine in a
dark dreary night of sorrow and desperation.
*
Ranga Reddy, the son of a rich landlord of Anantapur district in Andhra, was deeply impressed by his brilliant
co-student. Soon, from being just acquaintances, they became friends and Ranga Reddy insisted that he come to
live with his family.
After years of absolute penury Swaminadhan lived comfortably and perhaps had enough to eat. He repaid the
kindness with his knowledge and practicality, even learning Telugu in order to communicate with the villagers and
helping Ranga Reddy’s father on his official tours of the district.
The years passed. His life was one of constant studying. Swaminadhan had to keep earning money for his
relatives, always setting aside his own ambitions for those who needed him. Anxious to learn more he applied for
the Gilchrist scholarship that was awarded for studies abroad. Even when he secured it, there was opposition.
The Brahmins, many of them the relations he had supported for so long, objected to the journey, as to cross the
“black waters” (the ocean) would make him a social outcast. Swaminadhan smiled but did not budge an inch.
“If I had tasted one morsel of their food, I would have been under obligation to them, perhaps would have
married one of their daughters and settled down in life. Their failure to assist me contributed to my success in
life,” he laughed later.
*
In London he began to work, joining London University and Grays Inn in preparation for being called to the
Bar. Not satisfied with that, he also entered the B.Sc. course in Edinburgh, commuting regularly between the two
cities—no easy feat in 1896. In 1898 he took his B.Sc. degree and was called to the Bar.
Having conquered London and Edinburgh, he now set his vision on the Harvard Law School. The old
difficulty of having no money cropped up again. But his professors found him a small travel allowance. With hope
in his heart and a deep faith in God, he sailed to the United States of America.
Landing in Boston he enrolled at the Harvard Law School, working day and night to eke out a frugal existence.
His indomitable will kept him going. Two eminent jurists, Dr. Beale and Professor Thayer, took a fatherly interest
in the highly intelligent and studious Indian, the first of his race they had met.
My father wrote his thesis on “The Law of Nature and of Nations” and in three months he had completed his
work. Would it be possible, he wondered, for the Harvard University to waive its rules of three years’ study and
confer a doctorate in three months? It was an unprecedented request. His financial position was precarious. Only a
miracle could save him! But he was used to facing the impossible and so he went to his two well-wishers at
Harvard and spoke to them of his work in England and of his problems,
“I am fully prepared to stand a full viva voce examination in all the subjects covered by the course of study in
Harvard,” he said with quiet confidence.
The authorities were perhaps rather astounded at this request of a student from India and probably the novelty
of the bold suggestion won their admiration. A round table viva voce was held, and for many days professors of all
the subjects bombarded the young aspirant with questions. Everyone was struck by his answers and eventually
there was no doubt in their minds that here was a young man of genius. The thesis, with its vast research and
study, endorsed this view and was considered by the judges a “real contribution to knowledge”.
To have received a Ph.D. in six months was in itself an unusual event and that a Hindu from India was the
recipient made headlines. Newspapers were filled with glowing reports and Reuters flashed the news all over the
world:
Harvard has seldom conferred the degree of Ph.D. upon a candidate who has not spent two to three years in the
university. But within a short time an exception will probably be made in favour of a high-caste Brahmin who has been
at Harvard only a little over three months. Subbarama Swaminadhan, who came originally from India, has just passed
the oral examination given by a special committee of the faculty and will receive his Ph.D. upon the approval of his
thesis which deals with the Administration of Oriental Law by British Tribunals.
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Swaminadhan was suddenly famous and messages poured in from all over the world. Lord Curzon, the
Viceroy of India, who was in Madras at that time, came to Dr. Miller’s college and asked to meet Swaminadhan’s
younger brother.
“I congratulate you on your brother’s brilliant success,” the Viceroy said. “Convey my warm congratulations to
him when you write. I hope to meet him when he returns.”
Swaminadhan was, in the meantime, on his triumphant journey home. But sorrow dogged him. In Japan he
heard the tragic news of the death of his dear friend. Ranga Reddy’s death was a terrible blow. He learnt that
Ranga had been brutally murdered in broad daylight as he was returning from court where he was a leader of the
Bar. Swaminadhan had lost his best friend and benefactor and could not share his achievements with him. It was a
sad and desolate homecoming.
*
It was John Adams who found the office for my father and no sooner did Swaminadhan return, that he set to
work. His reputation grew rapidly and there was no one to touch his eloquence and his proficiency in law. Again
there were many who helped him, as he helped them, with his detailed knowledge of the intricacies of the
judiciary system.
Eadley Norton, a well-known criminal lawyer of India, consulted him frequently. As he walked down the
corridors of the courts he often met my father and would ask,
“What does the learned doctor have to say today?”
The Chennai Law College requested him to lecture to the students and he decided on the driest of subjects,
Roman Law, but soon made it a fascinating study. Determined to bring his own experiences at Harvard to Madras,
he worked tirelessly to make the young students of Law love their studies, filling the library with the latest books
and making them available to the poorest.
Never content with mere teaching, he often visited the library at night, chatting with the boys and discussing
their work. He was soon nominated principal of the college and then there was even less time to sleep and eat. He
organized “The Moot Club’ where young would-be lawyers, donned gowns and argued cases as though in court.
Fate favoured him in his professional expertise but did not spare him financially. He had, through the years,
saved some money and deposited it in the Arbuthnott Bank, which was considered one of the finest banks in the
country. In 1906 the bank crashed and he was left penniless. He was only thirty-five years old but not for a
moment did he moan his loss.
“I am glad it did not happen later in life,” he told his friends. “I will simply work with more vigour now.”
At around this time Swaminadhan began to think about marriage. His had been a lonely life, and now he felt a
deep need for family. His thoughts went back to his friends at Manjeri and he decided that he would ask for the
hand of one of their daughters. Govinda Menon was dead, but his wife, Ammuamma, a woman of strong
character, a true Kerala matriarch, lived in a small village called Anakkara where she had moved with her eight
children after her husband’s death. Their home, “Vadakath” was a Tharavad of beautiful dimensions. When
Swaminadhan came in search of a bride, she told him that of all her daughters the only one still unmarried was
Ammu, the youngest, who was still at school.
In spite of her young age, Swaminadhan asked permission to marry her. Ammuamma, who loved this young
man, agreed.
Ammuamma always sat on the wooden padi (seat) around the nallukattal, the central open courtyard, in the
Kerala house. Her earlobes dangled almost to her shoulders, empty now of the heavy gold earrings. She wore no
ornaments except for a rudraksha necklace. A mundu around her waist and a mundu across her shoulder, formed
her entire wardrobe.
“Only prostitutes wear blouses,” she told me once with disdain.
We were all rather in awe of her. As I grew older, the awe disappeared and I would make her tell me all about
the family and the history of our Tharavad.
It was a strange romance between the studious man of thirty-five and the child of thirteen. The courting was
done with all the thoroughness of a well-planned maneuver. Some of the family strongly opposed the proposal
and only one of Ammu’s brothers, Kutty Krishnan, (later to be principal of Zamarins College, Calicut), who was
full of admiration for Swaminadhan, helped him. Everyday a letter for Ammu would come by train from Madras
to a nearby station, Kuttipuram. Here a special messenger received the letter and practically ran the five miles to
the cliffs surrounding the Vadakath house. Kutty Krishnan waited there for the letter and took it to his young
sister. The letter was usually in English and more instructive than romantic. Questions were asked and she had to
reply. The runner waited to take her answers back to Kuttipuram to post the same day.
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The objections to the marriage were soon overruled and a year later Swaminadhan married the fourteen-yearold Ammu at Vadakath house in 1908 in a simple Kerala ceremony.
*
A red brick bungalow named “Gilchrist Gardens” was made ready for the new bride. Built by an Englishman
many years ago it was named after the Scottish scholarship for higher studies which my father had won. An Irish
governess, Miss Jordan, came to teach her English and stayed on as a permanent member of our family till she
died.
My mother, Ammu, soon became a fashionable young lady. She drove her own horse and carriage and was
friendly with many women in the forefront of society. Amongst them was Lady Benson, who took her under her
British wing.
My father’s juniors usually accompanied Ammu as he himself had no time and was completely immersed in
his work. Yet, in his quiet way, my father cared deeply for his young wife and wanted her to have all the things he
had missed.
My father had an extremely disciplined life and his law practice and his involvement with setting up premier
institutions took up all his time. After office hours he often walked back all the way from Armenian Street or took
the train, which would specially stop for him by the wicket gate at the end of our garden.
While he never took off any time for leisure, he pampered Mummy. He loved and cherished her dearly, and
perhaps because she was so young, indulged her in every way.
One of his most brilliant juniors, always debonair and immaculately dressed, fell deeply in love with her. V. L.
Ethiraj was a handsome escort for my mother. My father, whom we called “Daddy”, thought his junior should be
well educated and arranged for Ethiraj to have a tutor. He selected a distinguished professor called Radhakrishnan
to whom I hear he paid fifteen rupees an hour, a handsome sum in those days. Dr. Radhakrishnan, much later,
became the distinguished President of India!
Mr. Ethiraj also rose to great heights as a lawyer. One of Mr. Ethraj’s young friends who often engaged him as
senior counsel was a young man called Venkataraman, who he affectionately called “my junior.” He too went on
to become the President of India.
*
My father continued his own spectacular career in law and traveled widely, with frequent trips to London for
special cases. His “briefs” (I read them as stories) always interested me as a child and one in particular, as told to
me by my uncle, Ranganadha Iyer, is worth relating. It was called the Kadambur case and shows the skill, the
energy and the study my father brought to each challenge.
The Kadambur case was a sensational one as it involved the murder of De La Hay, an Englishman, a terrible
crime in the days of the British Raj. The murdered man, the principal of an institute, was very unpopular with his
wards because of the harsh manner in which he meted out severe punishments to young zamindars. His obvious
contempt for all Indians led to his tragic death. The record showed that the foulest language was used against the
wards by De La Hay and he had had the audacity to call a leading zamindar, held in high esteem by the
government, “that bloody nigger prince”.
When these facts became public during the course of the proceedings in connection with this case, the
government at once abolished the institution of which he was the principal, an act hailed with much satisfaction
by the public and those interested in the welfare of the students.
One of the wards, Singampatti, was a prime suspect because he had been unjustly punished by De La Hay and
was also known to be a good shot. Many of the wards possessed revolvers as they used to go on hunting
expeditions into the thick Chingleput forests nearby. On mere suspicion, both Singampatti and his friend,
Kadambur, were arrested and put in the lock-up.
A lengthy account of the tragedy, with sensationalist headlines, appeared in all the dailies in Madras. Rumours
were rife and mere suspicions were published, even with photographs of the accused while in police custody. The
zamindar of Singampatti, the father of the ward, came immediately to Madras, had several interviews with his
son, and on the advice of his legal advisers was prepared to make his son an “approver” for the purpose of saving
him. A charge sheet was filed against both the accused and the preliminary enquiry was to begin shortly before the
chief presidency magistrate.
The zamindar of Singampatti engaged two well-known criminal lawyers and on their advice Singampatti was
to turn approver. A high court judge in a casual conversation with the member about the case learnt that no
arrangements had been made by the court of wards for the defense of the other accused, Kadambur, and that the
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court had no intention of having him defended. He suggested that they engage Dr. Swaminadhan, the best lawyer
in Madras.
My father took up the case and when he interviewed Kadambur, the boy swore innocence and showed great
courage, a trait my father admired. Soon after, my father received a summons from the “higher ups”, to try and
persuade him not to proceed with the case. My father refused the summons but invited them to visit him at his
office if they needed any counsel, while objecting strongly to his ward Kadambur being treated as a common
criminal. Singampatti, who had become an approver, repeated parrot-like a cooked-up story and the preliminary
enquiry was concluded with undue haste.
After the court closed, my father visited Kadambur in jail and found he had been sent a letter in Tamil from his
friend Singampatti begging forgiveness for his false statement in court, which he said he had been pressurized into
writing by his father. My father immediately took the letter to the registrar of the high court. However, as he felt
that his client would not have a fair trial in Madras, he asked for the case to be transferred to Bombay though the
court of wards threatened him against this decision.
Things had come to a serious pass and even my father’s life was in danger. He took the bold step of going to
Delhi to see the Governor-General, who, despite his busy schedule, met him for five minutes after lunch, due
perhaps to the fact that his private secretary was an old friend of my father’s from his Edinburgh days. The
Governor-General promised every assistance when he heard the true facts of the case.
The case went for trial before the Bombay high court to the surprise of everyone in Madras, especially the
court of wards. Determined to save his young client, Daddy took the assistance of a lawyer, Mr. Wadia, in
Bombay, as he himself was not well acquainted with Bombay’s professional norms.
The trial which had now become a cause celèbre attracted huge crowds, especially as the chief justice was
conducting the case himself, and a special jury had been appointed. The crown prosecutor from Madras used all
his skill to try and break the young accused, but did not succeed, in spite of the approver’s false testimony.
Mr. Wadia skillfully extracted from the approver, Singampatti, the fact that he knew both Tamil and English
but preferred to write in Tamil. It was a dramatic moment when my father brought out the letter which the
approver had written to Kadambur. Singampatti admitted that it was his own writing and signature. My father had
prepared an English translation of the letter and copies were handed to the chief justice who requested it be read
aloud. The entire court-room was shocked as there was no longer any case against Kadambur. My father’s wise
decision to transfer the case to Bombay saved Kadambur. In spite of Mr. Wadia’s protests, Daddy insisted that he
take the full fee for the case, though most of the expenses had come out of his own pocket. His joy in saving the
life of a young, innocent boy and ensuring that there was no miscarriage of justice, was reward enough!
My father came home to Madras to a hero’s welcome. There were crowds cheering him at the railway station.
Disliking such demonstrations, he bowed to the people and went directly to Armenian Street, where Kadambur’s
mother was awaiting him. Tears of joy poured down her cheeks as she embraced her son and fell at my father’s
feet, much to his embarrassment. He always disliked being thanked for doing what he thought was his duty. I
remember once, when a client brought a huge basket of fruits as a gift, he kicked it down our passageway in a
terrible temper.
“You are paying for my work,” he shouted, “and that’s enough!”
*
I was not a healthy child and remember the time when I was critically ill with typhoid for three months. There
was an excellent Scottish doctor who looked after me. One day when I was better but still not allowed to eat
anything—not even a teaspoon of karaboondhi for the New Year.
Daddy sat in my room having his tea, which was a rare event. My mother said, “Don’t eat in front of her,” and
I said, “No, no, let Daddy be here.”
I loved him so very much. Did he even know that? He always called me “child” and that to me is now one of
the most evocative terms of endearment in the English language. The only time he was displeased with me was
when I would not practice the piano. Somehow I did not like the instrument. Since I loved movement, sitting still
was torture. Whenever Mummy suggested taking a family photograph he would promptly have his head shaved,
so there are very few photographs of him.
*
My eldest brother, Govind, left home when he was twelve, as my father believed that the best education was in
England. So I hardly knew him and met him only when he came back, a young man of twenty, a few months
before my father died. His very “Britishness” frightened me, and almost a decade went by before I could come to
terms with my terror and admire the fine personality he was.
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My brother Subbaram went to England when he was only seven. It was one of the cruellest things my parents
did, as a matter of course, because it was a British custom. I still vividly recall seeing him sitting on the upper
bunk of the ship’s cabin, crying his heart out; an awful image which has never left me though I was then a mere
infant.
Decades later, when my grandson, Revanta, was debating whether to leave home for higher education at
fifteen, I remembered the pain that my brother must have gone through. After a harrowing, sleepless night I
pleaded that Revanta should not be sent away and fortunately everyone agreed. It was only when he turned
eighteen that he decided with his parents to join the University of the Arts in Philadelphia to do a course in
multimedia.
All my life, my relationship with my brothers was rather formal though Govind’s wife Sulochana became a
dear friend. Govind soon established himself as a brilliant criminal lawyer and later in 1969 was Advocate
General of Tamil Nadu. His tremendous sense of humor, honesty and charm became a byword in Madras and soon
all over India. Subbaram was a young businessman in Bombay, extremely popular in social circles, a good
sportsman, and well-liked by everyone. Lakshmi I watched with admiration. Though at that time, the difference in
our ages did not allow for companionship, later we became very close.
*
My father was my entire life. Early mornings and late nights belonged to me. Somehow we found time to be
together, but for such a short time.
He died when I was very young. We had gone to Kerala with Mummy when the message came—he had
collapsed with a stroke. We rushed back. It was awful to see him lying so still. He could not speak. That was
enough to bring home to me the terror of death, or more than that, the terror of living death. He wanted to comfort
me, his lips moved, but no sound came. His hands twitched with a longing to place them on my own. I waited
beside him silently, not knowing what to say for I had not yet begun to learn the soothing comfort of words.
On the third day, exhausted, I slept by my mother, and woke again in sudden fright. She looked at me and
answered the fear in my eyes with a shake of her head. I knew then that he was gone. It was 31 December, 1930. I
was not interested in the comforting words of my relations. My father had gone on a journey. He lay there calm
and cold. I wanted him to talk, to be with me.
Only someone who has been through such an experience, who has lost a parent in their childhood, can
understand the trauma it produces. I had no one to turn to except my Ayah who understood my sorrow to some
extent. For a whole year I went to my father’s room and locked myself in, just to weep and weep. It was a
harrowing experience. That year, I learnt that life does not bring happiness alone; that sorrow is part and parcel of
living and that loneliness is something that has to be accepted. After my father’s death I have never trusted life,
even in its happy moments. It took me years to understand and appreciate that living in constant apprehension was
wrong, that it was wiser by far to think in terms of “the now”.
The fear, that if I loved someone, he would disappear and leave me all alone, was deep-rooted in me. I had to
learn to rely on myself. Years later I found myself dealing with the same scars when Vikram died and I felt my
world come apart.
Missing my father desperately, I took to working a planchette and constantly the words spelt out “work, work,
child”. Weekly fevers persisted, perhaps because of my father’s death. The doctors decided on having my tonsils
removed, which was the usual remedy for all illness in those days. Dr. Cherian, a surgeon of repute, performed the
operation. When he came to see me the next day, he gave me a big thump on the back and said,
“Now talk, and eat as much ice cream as you want!” Years later, when he was governor of Bombay and
presiding at my dance recital he gave me the same thump and said to the audience,
“I made her well enough to dance!”
Recently someone wrote to me, exclaiming on how the years rolled by. Reading the letter I began to wonder,
When did I grow up? Was it after my father’s death? Is there a defining moment of maturity?
Yes, there is. The young tearful child, unconsciously realized the new role that had to be played in life, to be a
witness of oneself and yet to be immersed deeply in the process of living fully.
2
After my Father’s death, my Mother made Gilchrist Gardens a centre for both her social and political circles.
With the growing unrest in the country and Gandhiji’s call to women to participate in the freedom struggle in the
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late thirties, she joined the Congress, became president of the All India Women’s Conference, and later a member
of the Legislative Assembly in Delhi from Dindigul in Tamil Nadu.
My father’s will, like the man, was unusual. He had left my mother her own income and equal shares to each
of the four children. So all of us were financially secure. My mother had indeed been fortunate in her marriage.
It was my father who introduced her to Mahatma Gandhi. She had met him several times and he helped her get
interested in the struggle for freedom. When Gandhiji met my mother some years later, he said,
“This is not the girl Swarninadhan married. She was a timid country child!”
I peered at the toothless old man from behind my mother’s sari. He noticed me and pinched my cheek so hard
that I almost cried out.
“What will you give me?” he asked.
I had nothing but my two gold bangles. Silently, I took them off and put them in his hand. He looked at me
lovingly, patted my head and went on, my bangles in his hand. It was my first voluntary gift for freedom.
*
My mother was strangely rigid in some ways. She became involved in politics even before my father died and
was very much a leader in the social life of Madras. She was a member of the ladies’ club, she took part in all the
dramatics, usually as the heroine. She also played tennis and was one of the first women to drive a car. She was a
very talented person, a gracious and charming hostess, but she had no time for her children.
Mummy was away a great deal of the time and I wonder now why she seemed to care so little for us. She was
extremely sarcastic and never encouraging. I always thought it was only towards me that she behaved harshly. But
Lakshmi told me years later that she had felt the same way too.
Lakshmi was so lovely to look at and I, at that age, a real ugly duckling. What did not help was my mother’s
insistence on cutting my hair short, so I looked like a boy! Though I hated it she had some idea that it gave
strength. I was presumed a weakling because I was very thin! What I can remember most clearly are the scoldings
that I used to get and the beatings I suffered. I was often punished by my mother and locked up in the bathroom. I
now think my claustrophobia stems from these chastisements.
I hated eating too and Mummy used to always keep a stick with which to rap my knuckles when I protested
about the amount of food on my plate. She swore she would make a gramophone record that went,
“Mrinalini eat, Mrinalini eat!”
The servants understood my anguish and often intervened on my behalf. Vadivelu, our butler, would snatch
fistfuls of food off my plate when Mummy was not looking. They all loved me as I loved them.
In our society, at that time, there was no hugging or kissing of children as it was considered “not done”.
Perhaps this notion was due to the influence of the British who believed that children were to be seen and not
heard. I had decided then and there (I must have been only ten!) that if I ever married and had children, I would
care for them deeply and make them feel loved and wanted.
*
Only my Ayah, my dearest “Bhatatayah”, understood me when I was little. No one else. Lakshmi, my sister,
was older and busy with her work and my brothers had already gone abroad. All my sorrow was soothed by Ayah.
She taught me nursery rhymes, she hid me in the folds of her sari when I was crying, and she brought me food
when I was punished. In those days Ayahs often looked after the children of British sahibs and so were wellversed in English. I owe her a great debt of gratitude because she was the only person who really loved and
mothered me. It was in her lap that I felt comforted. She will never know how much strength she gave me with
her love and devotion. It was her care that helped me to get over the terrible periods in my life.
I was away at school when Lakshmi got married. Nanja was a Theosophist and one of India’s first pilots. We
thought his life very exciting and romantic, especially when he flew over the house and air dropped flowers for
Lakshmi. She married him, but came home almost immediately, perhaps realizing that she was not really in love
with him. We were brought up rigidly, in true British fashion, and knew nothing of sex or about the changes in our
body or what marriage implied. What awful experiences children go through because of their parents’ hangups. I
wrote a letter to Mummy about all this years later but even then instead of feeling sorry she was very angry: she
never had patience with any one of us, which was very tragic because after we grew up it was too late for
understanding or love, though we both tried.
My father was the only one who used to repeatedly say,
“This child will do something worthwhile in the world.”
I was dark complexioned and skinny—both terrible social handicaps in my time. In India you have to be
round, fair and plump to be called beautiful. My mother always emphasized the fact that I was not worth much. I
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don’t think I have ever got over that. Only my art gave me the courage to live, and through the years, my
marvelous friends and my audiences have helped me build up my self-esteem. I like to feel now that there was
something in me that attracted people and made them trust me—not just the women, but the men too. Every little
incident of kindness mattered to me.
I remember that once, a relation of ours, Gopiettan, who was an engineer in Madras, was sitting at our dinner
table. We were all discussing something animatedly when suddenly he said,
“Mrinal is going to be the beauty of the family.”
That completely spontaneous remark gave me so much happiness! Today, if I find anyone who is a little
diffident or lonely, I always try to reassure the person and say some words of encouragement, especially if they
are children. Often, human beings don’t show their appreciation or love, even if they feel it. It can be as simple as
writing a letter.
Needless to say I am still an avid letter-writer in this world of e-mails and faxes!
*
Early in life I found an inner strength in God. Perhaps that faith saved my sanity. My beliefs have never
wavered. One does not know how these things become so deep-rooted in one’s soul. Where did my innate trust in
a Supreme Power come from? Perhaps it was an overflow from my prarabda, my past life.
Our family was not particularly religious. At home we had a small puja room, but then so do most people in
India, a place where they light a lamp and say a prayer to God both morning and evening, almost by reflex! It is
part of our heritage.
But somehow I had a forceful awareness of Krishna’s presence in my life. From that day of realizing his
presence to this, he has been my main source of strength. And yet I cannot say I am religious in the normal sense
of the term. It is like having a very good friend, and the knowledge that the friendship will last forever.
I have always felt surrounded by Krishna’s love and it has been with me all my life. I have written books about
him and also choreographed dance dramas based on him. Often, when I have to make an important decision, I talk
to him. He has guided me throughout my life. This oneness has grown stronger over the years.
*
There were also many happy days in my childhood!
We had an old Austin, a huge yellow car in which Lakshmi and I went to the Marina beach every evening.
Here we played exciting games of pretend-adventures in the sands and in and out of the old boats, that lay
discarded on the shore. The Kumaramangalam children, Mohan and Parvati, were our companions.
We also had a horse carriage in which we went to school. Once, the horse had an accident just outside
Government House and landed inside a tram! What a to-do there was with all of us scrambling out, the Ayah,
Lakshmi and me! We were rescued by some friends and taken home. It was quite a lot of fun but the carriage was
discarded and much to our distress, the horse sold soon after.
We had a tennis court at Gilchrist Gardens and every Sunday evening there were tennis parties. Many guests
were local champions and I did not mind picking up the balls from the sideline as they played. I remember
Balagopal, Krishnaswami, V. L. Ethiraj and others at our home. I practiced regularly with the marker and became
quiet proficient.
Afterwards, there was always a delicious tea served in elegant china cups with an artistic camel design on
them. I still have some of them! In true British fashion we had cucumber and tomato sandwiches, cakes and curry
puffs. A huge mango tree nearby gave the players plenty of shade.
I loved exploring Gilchrist Gardens. My home was red—red as the mud that lies on Mother Earth. There were
terraces all around, some of which were only accessible by climbing the roofs. My cousin, Sarojini, Gopalamama’s daughter, who was staying with us, often climbed the fences with me. From the top we would jump on to
the mattresses kept for airing below and run away before we were discovered. Unfortunately, our feet would leave
their prints and Mummy would find out and what a scolding we had then! We were always up to some new
mischief!
Once, when everyone was away, we climbed through a high window into the storeroom. The ladder slipped
and our hands slid down the wall. We told the servant Raman to clean up the mess but he did not bother! What
followed was an awful showdown. Sarojini was banished to her home in Vadakath and I never heard the end of
the story!
*
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Ever since childhood, the sea has been my great love. The vast expanse of blue-green water, the sky, the surf of
the waves, the sands stretching endlessly, so white and beautiful, the heavenly feel of the sand between my toes.
The tranquility, the rage, all merging and forgiving the hurts of our past.
And, of course, the fun at festivals. Deepavali was always an exciting day at home. A cart filled with crackers
would arrive in the morning for the evening’s spectacle. I hated the noise though it was very enjoyable to meet the
friends who dropped in. I went around with my hands covering my ears, trying to smile and talk to the guests,
dressed in bright clothes and sharing delicious food with everyone who had come to visit.
Going to the Theosophical Society in Adayar with my mother was a weekly occurrence, starting when I was
three years old. There she spent most of the time with Malati Patwardhan (later Navroji), one of her closest
friends, whom we called Akka.
Krishnaji (I. Krishnamurthi), his friend, Jadunandan Prasad, Bhagirati Sri Ram, Dr. and Mrs. J. H. Cousins,
were all part of my mother’s intimate circle. Often we travelled together to the same places, and I remember a trip
most probably made in 1929 to Benares.
Everything was so dirty by the Ganga that I refused to bathe in the filthy water. The burning corpses made me
ill and I developed a high fever. Mummy decided to send me home. Krishnaji was leaving for Madras, so I went
with him. I do not remember much of the return trip as I was burning with fever. But Krishnaji’s cool hands on
my forehead and his feeding me with carefully peeled oranges is a strong memory that has remained with me till
this day.
While we lived in Madras, we often went to my grandmother’s home, “Anakkara Vadakath”, in Kerala during
the summer vacations. Vadakath was a great place to go to for the holidays. All the members of the family
gathered here. We children swam morning and evening, spending hours in the huge tank and playing “train”
around the garden. In the evenings after the lamps had been lit, prayers would be sung and we would all join in.
Then at dusk some of us would play cards especially a game called “28” which was a favourite.
The nights were filled with mysterious happenings and the stories told to us were always of the supernatural.
The madham where the ceremonies were held was in a small building near the house. Often, during the puja, the
priest or the vadhyar would go into a trance. We would shiver with him as he shook and muttered, leaping around,
supposedly possessed by the Goddess, answering questions in a disembodied voice.
Then there were the moosads coming to visit, who gave us strange herbal medicines and prashnas were drawn
on the floor with conch shells to answer problems and predict the future. For me the atmosphere took on a
romantic mysteriousness, especially at night when the oil lamps cast huge shadows. It was a home I loved, a home
to which I felt I belonged. All these happenings must have had a deep impression on me for they often became
creative forces in my dance dramas.
My grandmother, Ammuamma, (we were a matrilinear family) was the most powerful person at Vadakath
followed by my uncle Gopalamama and his wife Kunhilakshmi Ammayi. Years later I learnt that my grandfather
had shot himself in the madham and that was why the pujas were always held there. It was said that he had an
incurable illness and was always in dreadful pain. My uncle, Kuttiamaman, (the Kutty Krishnan who helped my
father) had found him lying there, and ever since suffered from terrible nightmares.
Many famous women belonged to the Tharavad of which perhaps my mother was the best-known after her
marriage. Because of her dedication to women’s causes she helped organize the Women’s Indian Association as
early as 1917, later becoming its president. In 1930, deeply impressed and inspired by Gandhiji’s call “for
engaging in the final conflict”, she joined the Indian National Congress. Her interest in education led her to
becoming a member of the Madras Corporation and chairperson of the Committee for Education, from 1934 to
1939. A Swadeshi emporium was started by her and other women in Madras, to support the boycott of foreign
goods, and often as a child I used to help in the shop. I have always instinctively loved old fabrics and this gave
me a chance to learn more about the weavers and their skills.
Later, in 1947, my mother was elected Member of Parliament from Dindigul. It was Kamaraj Nadar who
persuaded her to stand for elections as she was already immersed in social welfare. Today Vadakath, at more than
a hundred years old, is still a wonderful, peaceful home for all of us, and my cousin Susheela (the daughter of
Gopalamama) looks after it. It is always filled with travelers passing by and relations from many parts of the
world, and Susheela continues the hospitality and warmth that characterizes the “Tharavad” tradition.
*
My kindergarten school was a convent in Vepery. Reading was my passion and I must have started very early,
when I was about four years old. I was very mischievous and the nuns often had to scold me. But they were kind
women. One day I went to school and was told that the Mother Superior wanted to see me. I was sure that I was
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going to get a scolding and hid in the garden, but she finally caught up with me, and to my surprise gave me an
exquisite doll in a cradle, as I had scored the highest marks in English!
About the same time I made my debut on the stage at the Museum Theatre in Madras. I remember it so clearly,
because I had to recite the nursery rhyme, “To ride a cock horse”. There was a wooden horse, on which I raced
around the stage. The horse’s head soon fell off but I still went on with the racing not stopping for even an instant!
Perhaps the seeds of professionalism were sown on that day!
Here in this school I also committed my first and last theft! One of the library books fascinated me. It was full
of pictures and rhymes. I had a pink velvet bag into which it fitted beautifully. The temptation was too strong. I
brought it home and put it with my other treasures but it did make me have some guilty feelings whenever I
looked at it!
Mummy would not give us money to buy books except at Christmas, so often I had to wait many months for
books, which was very frustrating. Once, there was a second-hand doll-house for fifteen rupees that I desperately
wanted. I came home for lunch and left a note asking my mother for the money. Akka saw my note and
generously left the amount. The joy of that gift was immense. The hunger for books still persists and they
continue to be my most valued treasures.
There were many well-known women who stayed at Gilchrist Gardens and we grew up entertaining guests.
Mrs. P. K. Sen, one of my mother’s dearest friends, told me that once when I was about eleven, Mummy had
asked me to entertain her, so I seated her in the drawing room and asked,
“Would you like to talk politics or art?”
Sarojini Naidu with her sisters, Mrinalini and Subhashini, and brother Harindranath visited us often. My
mother, I am sure, was drawn into the women’s movement and became active in the struggle for their rights,
through Sarojini Naidu. Subhashini was an ardent Communist, an enemy of the British and once took refuge with
us. The government appointed a CID sleuth to follow her wherever she went. When she stayed in our house, two
officials sat at the gate. She would sing, “Wherever you go, whatever you do, I want you to know—I’m following
you!” in a loud voice. She would also send out cups of tea to them!
Once, visiting us was the well-known Communist, Lester Hutchinson. I was given a letter to smuggle out
hidden in my pavade (skirt) and thought it all a great deal of fun, like being part of a detective novel. I made him
sign my autograph-book. I still recollect the words he wrote:
“We dance along death’s icy brink but is the dance less full of fun?”
I was only three when Sarojini Naidu’s family first came to visit us, and they soon became great friends with
my mother. Mrinalini Chattopadhyaya, whom we called Gunnu Aunty later became the principal of the Ganga
Ram school in Lahore. I was named after her. Harindranath Chattopadhyaya used to make my sister Lakshmi and
my cousins act in his plays. I was deeply influenced by his charm, his endless stories and his songs. How he
would sing! The rehearsals fascinated me. It was very much the kind of life I wanted and Harindranath was full of
poetic wit and boundless energy.
When I was eight, Harindranath, whom we used to call Garb Uncle (at his request!) asked me whether I would
take part in a play called “The Parrot”. So at an early age, I made a professional appearance in a proper drama at
the Museum Theatre in Madras. There were only three characters in the play, the mother, father and their little
boy, played by me. The theme was simple. The husband was a drunkard and constantly abused his wife and child.
Once, under the influence of drink, he drowns his son in the sea. Every day Garb Uncle merrily came in and
changed the dialogue, because he never remembered the script. But I somehow took up the cues, which, when I
look back now, was very professional! I was delighted by what the critics said about my acting, in the Swarajya,
Madras:
MISS MRINALINI’S ACTING TRIUMPH
Miss Mrinalini Swaminadhan achieved a
great acting triumph in the impersonation
of the boy. For a girl of her age, she acted
with admirable skill and was never stage
struck. She caught something of the pathos and the terror of the boy’s existence.
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How I loved being on stage! I think that it was my stage personality that gave me the courage to face my
normal life. In so many ways, the Naidu family influenced us. Lakshmi became a Communist through
Subhashini’s example.
Amongst the other outstanding women who often visited us at home were Rajkumari Amrit Kaur, who wore
exquisite khadi saris and carried herself with regal dignity; Lady Dhanvanthi Rama Rao (Dhan masi to us);
Margaret Cousins, (who introduced a bill to abolish the devadasi system); Dr. Muthulakshmi Reddy, (who in 1932
started the anti-nautch campaign); Sister Subhalakshmi (who helped destitute women); Achamma Mathai whose
husband John Mathai was finance minister in Nehru’s first government of independent India; Gandhiji’s friend,
Muriel Lester, and many others, all of whom greatly contributed to the women’s movement in India.
*
Mummy loved traveling and decided to take us children abroad. My first voyage was on March 25, 1933. We
sailed on the Italian ship, the Conte Verde, and were given a big send-off in Madras from where we had left by
train. My diary records the journey as being “terribly terribly hot” and that I ate a lot of ice-cream while my sister
Lakshmi tried valiantly to diet.
At Suez, we left the ship and with some friends, went to Cairo by car through miles of desert. Then we left by
train for Port Said, where we rejoined the ship.
Passing the island of Crete with its mountains covered with snow was a lovely experience. We disembarked at
Brindisi and I got my first view of Europe. My diary states,
“What a dirty place with everyone staring at us as though we were monkeys in a zoo. A man actually pulled
Lakshmi’s long hair and she was furious. Brindisi doesn’t give the visitor a good impression of Italy!”
Going by train to Naples, sitting up all night, was tiring. We went to bed as soon as we got to the hotel though
not for long, for we didn’t want to miss getting a look at Pompei.
“The city is huge and it is pathetic to see the destruction by the volcano,” I noted in my diary.
From Naples to Rome, and on to Venice and Vienna where I saw an operetta for the first time and was thrilled
with the music and the decor. It was in Munich that I heard the terrible voice of Adolf Hitler for it was on his
birthday, 20 April, that we arrived, in the midst of a snowstorm. I wrote a long letter to a journalist friend of the
family, C. V. Pathy, who had reviewed the play “The Parrot” in which I had acted.
“Here,” I wrote, “everyone seems bewitched by a man called Hitler and his voice blares out everywhere. I feel
he is evil from the sound of his voice but he has some uncanny hypnotic quality.”
Pathy published the extract praising the perceptive letter from such a young girl! Pathy and I became friends
and our friendship lasted for many, many years till his death.
From Munich we went on to Paris. Subbaram or Suds as he was called joined us from England. He was given
charge of Mummy’s briefcase with the passports, traveler’s cheques and other documents, while she looked after
the luggage. When we arrived at the hotel the briefcase was missing. Suds had forgotten it in the taxi!
For the next few days we were all in the doghouse. I can well understand my mother’s anger. She had to go to
the embassy to get new permits and to borrow money. It must have been a traumatic experience! We did some
sightseeing and left for London and Birmingham where Govind and Sud’s guardians in England, Dr. and Mrs.
Pardhy, welcomed us. He was Indian and she was British and my brothers were to make their home with them and
their children Anand and Urmila for many years, spending every holiday with them, as later I did too.
*
An English school was thought of for me, but, according to a distant uncle, Dr. Radhakrishnan, who lived in
London, the climate was too damp for someone like me, who was suspected of having TB. It was decided to send
me to Switzerland to the Ecole St. George’s in Clarens-Montreux.
The doctors there did not find anything wrong with me except that I was “frail and delicate”.
At first I was miserable, being the only Indian in the school. Fortunately I soon made friends.
At the Lady Willingdon Training School in Madras, the school I had been attending until then, I had been good
at English and history and all the sports. History interested me because it was about the past; English, because I
loved the language. Now sports helped to boost my morale in a new environment! From our dormitory window
we looked out on to the Lac Leman and in the distance the Rochers de Naye mountains. It was a wondrous
landscape. But within the school, the discipline was strict and there were too many rules.
Miss Hawtrey, an excellent though rather sarcastic teacher of English, was related to Sir Charles Hawtrey, the
famous English actor, and she made Shakespeare very alive for me. She often taught us to act out the dramas and I
soon became adept at reciting the famous speeches of Portia, Katherine and, of course, Juliet.
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Our principal, Miss George, a lean tall woman with a twinkle in her eye, was more human than her co-director,
Miss Potts. But we were always anxious whenever we were summoned to their office. There was a really dreadful
Irish matron, the complete antithesis of our dear Irish governess in Madras, Miss Jordan. A more cruel and sadistic
woman I have yet to meet. She loved giving us punishments; she would not allow us to go to the doctor even
when we were ill! She always tried to ensure that we were starved as much as possible, sending us to bed with no
supper.
Pamela (Margetson) Blackie became one of my best friends and I was soon part of a lively group. I was often
the ringleader. The books of Angela Brazil inspired me to hold midnight feasts and bunk classes—especially Latin
in which I failed miserably. Today I like to say with pride that Gandhiji, Winston Churchill and I all failed in
Latin, though at different times and places!
I thoroughly enjoyed the Greek dance classes and also worked on ballet. Nothing could stop me from dancing.
There was skiing in winter, skating, netball and lacrosse. I loved all outdoor sports, and was on every team,
winning prizes and medals. Skiing was a favourite sport though trudging up the slopes to the high slopes of Caux
often led to fainting fits. I won two stars out of three in skiing. The last star was for jumping which we were not
allowed to do. Years later Jamshed Bhabha mentioned this to J. R. D. Tata who refused to believe it till I produced
my medal!
Then, quite out of the blue, during a routine medical examination one day, a doctor decided that I had a
murmur in the heart and forbade me from sports for six months. Fortunately, my condition was later found to be
congenital, and the sentence was revoked!
Amongst the majestic mountains in Switzerland the traumatic childhood memories of my past were partially
soothed. I felt free for the first time in my life. Breathing in that wonderful air, watching the snowflakes as they
fell, searching for icicles in deep blue grottoes, I felt re-energized! In the early spring—the fragrant narcissuses,
the first crocuses, the hillside blue with gentians—never had I seen such beauty before. Even the quivering blue
wings of the kingfisher beside the lake stirred me deeply, almost intoxicating me. I fell in love with Nature then
and vowed to protect her forever.
Little did I know what a problem that was to become!
*
English literature fascinated me and my stories were published in our school magazine! My love of writing
was a new discovery! Books have always been an obsession and at home in Madras I was constantly reading,
often seated high up in the branches of a favourite mango tree where no one could find me. When visitors came,
my mother constantly complained that she never knew where I was.
Whatever I found in our library I devoured. (There was a small room at the top of the house where once my
father had worked, and which became a favourite hiding place for me whenever I did not want to be disturbed). I
read The Count of Monte Cristo, and all Alexander Dumas’ books, most of the English classics, Jane Austen,
Thomas Hardy, Scott et al, even a dry volume of Abbott’s Life of Napoleon.
Books have remained my most constant companions and best friends and, through the years, my greatest
luxury. It is in books that I find new relationships. They begin by being only a piece of literature, but then there is
suddenly a phrase that twists my heart and the ache that comes is almost physical. I stop and look and think, here
is a friend who thinks the way I do. And that is the simple way in which I make friends, for after that, I search for
every book that my friends have written and sometimes they talk to me clearly, answering the questions envisaged
in my mind. Perhaps that is why most of my men friends are writers!
In Switzerland, my English teacher was pleasantly surprised that I knew so much English literature—much
more than her British students! There were hardly any books I had not read in the school library and had even
read Daniel Deronda in nine volumes! Then, out of sheer boredom, I read New Psychology and the Teacher and a
small group of us became interested in analysis—with disastrous effect as I learned from Pamela only years later!
*
After two years in Switzerland, the last day at school finally dawned! I had excelled myself, participating in
star gym, jumping over the pommel horse, changing into my Greek tunic and dancing. It was the end of term and
we broke up after singing the school anthem. The words were:
“I will not cease from mental strife, nor shall my sword sleep in my hand, till we have built Jerusalem on
England’s green and pleasant land.”
What a song for an Indian child! I preferred the words embroidered on my flag, “Levavi occulus”—I lift up my
eyes.
*
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It was a momentous moment in my life, being home again after two years of exile! Back to my beloved home,
Gilchrist Gardens, to my dear Ayah, George, our driver, who took great care of us, Jesudasan the wide-eyed
painter, Venkasheshiah the clerk who looked after our accounts so diligently.
On the ship I found myself traveling with several charming Australian tennis players and cricketers, including
Don Bradman. They were very friendly and I was excited when I beat Bradman at table tennis. Pathy heard of this
later and immediately reprinted it as “big news!” in Madras. The headline read,
“The Young Mrinalini Beats Don Bradman At Table Tennis!”
*
It was August and terribly hot and sultry in Madras. While it was wonderful to meet everyone, I felt miserable
not knowing what to do with myself. A tremendous restlessness seized me. At night, under the mosquito net, I
tossed and turned feeling alien and uprooted.
The word college came up. Mummy wanted me to go to Oxford. But for me, all education had only one title
and that was dance.
It was really very strange that I had wanted to dance ever since I was a child. There was absolutely no tradition
of dance or music in our family. In the beginning, my mother did not know where to send me. She heard that there
was a lady called Louis Lightfoot who conducted dance classes and I was sent to her. She was the partner of the
talented Kathakali dancer, Ananda Shivaram, and well-known in western circles. But that was not what I wanted
and I found some local teachers of Bharatanatyam on my own. Somehow I knew that the teacher was not right for
me. I had no one to guide me in my career. But I knew that I was a dancer.
My mother could not understand my fierce determination and like the rest of the family, took it as a passing
phase! Restless and unhappy I even thought of going back to Europe, but what would I do there? The dance I
wished to learn was here. My mother, not knowing what to do, arranged for me to go to the dance academy
Kalakshetra to study under Rukminidevi Arundale whom she knew well.
Rukminidevi was very kind and as she was directing a new play asked me to act in it. It was The Light of Asia
based on the life of Buddha. I was the queen Maya and also the disciple Sujata.
I worked for a while in Kalakshetra and became a great admirer of Rukminidevi. When I saw her
performances, the aesthetic values of her productions appealed to me greatly. Dr. Arundale too took an interest in
me, perhaps because of the “Englishness” we shared. I was familiar with passages that he loved to quote and we
shared many jokes during rehearsals. Once, in the scene where Buddha sees a dying bird (danced by
Rukminidevi) he remarked,
“I think Rukmini should stick to Bharatanatyam and not do Pavlova’s Dying Swan act.”
“But she is as beautiful as a swan,” I replied.
He always spoke with good humour and I could see that he adored his lovely wife. I always had these
unexpected wonderful friendships, often with mature men who were protective towards me. Perhaps I was
seeking my father.
At Kalakshetra in 1937 I studied with Muthukumara Pillai of Kathumannar Koil. Thatha, as he was called by
us all, was the one who initiated me into the real tradition of Bharatanatyam. He was extremely strict. For the first
time I began to feel I was on the right path. A marvelous teacher, he soon taught me the basic qualities of his
technique and delighted in my capacity for hard work. Later on he came and stayed with me in my home. We
developed a deep attachment for each other, the guru and the student.
He told me that he felt that I had a rare gift within me and that he would teach me everything he knew. This
was the beginning of my real training. Only I knew, and kept it secret. But knowledge is surety and I was sure that
nothing else existed for me. The wild sea on the Madras beach danced for me, as did the coconut palms of my
own garden; rhythms beat in the sound of whispering casuarinas, in the vine of the old tree tied across the well,
the drone of the malis as they climbed it to draw water—all this was my first music and before my body found its
trained accomplishment it was my soul that danced
*
Some months later, I went to Ootacamund for the summer holidays where I stayed with Margaret Cousins,
Mummy’s friend from Adayar, a rare and wonderful human being. It was in Ooty that I first met Vikram Sarabhai.
Vikram came to the tennis courts, where I was playing tennis, with Balagopal, a star player who had taken me
under his wing as I was now taking tennis very seriously. I remember I was wearing shorts and felt rather shy on
being addressed by this elegantly dressed, good-looking young man. It was the first time I had seen someone
wearing a kurta in the elegant chikkan work of Lucknow. To me, he looked like a Rajput painting come to life. He
asked me to go to a film with him, but I was too shy to accept.
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I was surrounded by admirers of my tennis and was busy with the tournaments. I was winning matches with
my partner and was quite a heroine in social circles, becoming known as a good tennis player. Vikram seemed
very far away from my world.
A few days later, however, I received a formal invitation to dinner from Mrs. Sarladevi Sarabhai, his mother,
who had brought a present for my birthday from Mummy in Madras. I was deeply impressed by the family,
especially the loving way they behaved with each other and also the freedom that the young people seemed to
enjoy.
Mrs. Cousins, always busy with helping people, decided to have a benefit concert for one of her numerous
charities. She herself was a talented pianist and asked me to dance a piece I had learnt in Switzerland, a Greek
dance. Much to my dismay, the entire Sarabhai clan, including a formidable aunt, was seated in the front row! My
Greek tunic was extremely short and my long legs felt very bare. I danced for what seemed an interminable time
as I was the main attraction of the evening. Even now I shudder every time I hear Chopin’s Waltz in A Flat Minor,
and can still see the solemn faces of Vikram and his family in front of me. A friend of mine from the Y. W. C. A.
in Ooty, said,
“You were marvelous—the way you flitted around like an angel for hours.”
I was silent. It’s something I have never lived down! I consoled myself thinking that I would never meet the
Sarabhais, who were going back to the north, again. …
1919
33.104 & 68.18 1. Marriages Are Made In Heaven 2. The Soil That Grows Diamonds: Two Short Stories\fn{by
K. Saraswathi Amma (1919-1975)} nr. Trivandrum, Trivandrum District, Kerala State, India (F) 6\fn{ The rest of the first
story is in Mohan, Sarala Jag (ed.) Modern Indian Short Stories: II. New Delhi, Kumar Printers, 1976. See the note at the end of this
fragment:H}

1
Madhavi’s parents had resolved that in no case would they use money to buy her a husband. Her father said:
“I didn't take a single paisa when I brought a wife home. Just think, we have eleven children. If we begin to
buy sons-in-law, we will end up with the beggar’s bowl.” Her mother said:
“Times have changed indeed! They stood in line and snapped me up before I was fifteen. We don’t want a
groom who expects money. He may in the course of time even sell the girl. Let her remain here. When the time
and the stars click, a husband will certainly come as though drawn here on wires.”
But the time and the stars did not click and years passed without anyone’s being drawn on wires to her.
Meanwhile, completely ignoring the disquiet of the parents, time worked bewitching changes on Madhavi’s
sisters as well. There were now four girls past fifteen in that house.
A house that harbors unmarried girls who have come of age will surely catch fire, the old women say. But
Madhavi’s parents learned from experience that it is not the house that burns, but the hearts of the parents. And so
their noble resolve melted into a decision to give the groom a small amount of money. But in the friction between
the two-hundred rupees they offered and the two-thousand asked for, many proposals vanished into thin air.
At last, when Madhavi turned twenty-three, bargaining brought the price down to five-hundred, in addition to
the fifty for the go-between, and the matter was settled.
It was only after the broker had settled the terms that the groom’s people came to “see” the girl. A rich repast
had been prepared to please them. It was Madhavi who, at her father’s behest, served the meal, with a prayer from
the depths of her heart that her livelihood might be ensured once and for all. They liked the girl. Then her father
went to “see” the boy, and both parties were now agreed on all the terms.
It was the marriage of their eldest daughter, and so they celebrated it as well as they could afford to. Three
payasams, special sweets made of rice, cooked in coconut milk and jaggery, and a kathirmandapam, a ritually
decorated dais for the bride and groom, were unheard of in that village. So also the mangalapathram, a poem of
good wishes for the bridal couple, from the friends of the groom.
The mangalapathram began with the line “Marriages are made in heaven” and continued with a liberal
sprinkling of romantic words such as premamritham (the nectar of love), parijatham (one of the five trees
produced at the primal churning of the ocean), kalpavriksham (the tree of inexhaustible bounty), and others. The
bride and groom, who had been hitched in a deal that was purely business, were said to be “wafting into the
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matrimonial bower burning with the passion of love.”
That night in her husband’s home, as the golden letters of the mangalapathram hung on the wall gleamed in
dim light, Madhavi stepped down from the heaven of the kathirmandapam into the earthly reality of the bedroom.
Her experiences did not stop there. After heaven and earth follows hell, a truth brought home by her mother-inlaw.
For a woman who had completely subjugated husband and son, the daughter-in-law was but a puny little prey.
In a way, the mother-in-law’s tantrums were not fully unjustified. On the third day after the wedding
Madhavi’s father had come, apparently to witness for himself the nuptial happiness of his daughter. But
Madhavi’s mother-in-law, who was listening in, had heard him ask his daughter to return the major part of her
ornaments. Dramatically emerging from under cover, she ordered him to carry away not only the jewels, but also
his daughter. Taken unawares, the old man turned pale and weak and sat absolutely quiet. Because of her desire to
deck herself out with those jewels, Madhavi too did not say a thing in defense of her father.
*
The old man was now in a sad predicament. He did not want to be saddled with the burden he had divested
himself of, and after great expense and effort. At the same time, how was he to face the neighbors from whom he
had borrowed the ornaments?
When he returned home, he told his wife everything and felt better. He hoped that a woman’s brains would be
a better match for another woman’s.
After a few days, Madhavi’s father came again, this time with her mother. She removed, in the mother-in-law’s
presence, the old ornaments from her daughter’s hands and neck and put new ones in their place. As she took
leave, blessing her daughter and vowing to offer gifts to various temples, she whispered:
“If only God would bless you soon with a child! She might dislike her daughter-in-law, but she will surely love
her grandchild. Then the child’s mother cannot be thrown out.”
The child’s tiny hands would fix more firmly than the strong hands of the parents the bonds of wedlock.
After some days Madhavi and her husband, as the newly married couple, went on a formal visit to her parents.
Pressed by her sisters, Madhavi stayed on for the night. Her husband, however, left, promising to come the next
day to take her home.
But the next day stretched into ten or more days and nobody came. On some pretext or other, her husband’s
coming was delayed. Two months passed. Madhavi’s parents now were very upset. It was then that they heard of a
new charge that had been leveled against them. They were accused of having shown the groom’s party another
girl who was a beauty instead of Madhavi. The charge was promptly denied, and the countercharge made that
Madhavi’s mother-in-law was trying to extort more money through such tricks.
Gradually the case gathered more and more evidence and became deadly serious. It even threatened to become
a lawsuit in a court. At this point some prominent men in the neighborhood stepped in and tried to work out a
compromise. The decision of the mediators was that the case should be tried in a special court of representatives
from both parties, and that Madhavi alone need be tried. A day was also fixed for it.
As she sent her daughter off to the trial, Madhavi’s mother prayed for help to all the Gods she knew. The
family had a terrible dread of the consequences of an unfavorable verdict. If it was so difficult to find a permanent
owner for a pure, untouched virgin flower, what chance for a flower impregnated with dew drops? Madhavi’s
mother said:
“If we win the case, we are saved. There is no need to worry about the fake ornaments that I gave Madhavi. We
can say that the sly old woman substituted genuine gold ornaments with counterfeit ones. People would believe
us.”
In addition to Madhavi’s father and father-in-law, there were fifteen others, ten representing the groom and five
the bride. They all sat in a circle in the front veranda of the house.
The leader asked Madhavi how many people there were in the party that had come to see her.
“Three,” she said.
She was then asked to point them out. Madhavi looked at everyone. One of the three was the groom’s father.
The other two she had not seen since that day, not even on the wedding day. But she could at one glance pick
them out.
Somebody said this was enough evidence for a judgment in favor of Madhavi. But the others objected and so
the trial continued.
The next question was whether she had noticed anything special about these gentlemen. One of the
representatives of the bride objected to the question. He argued that in such a moment that affected one’s whole
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life, one would be more perplexed than a student in the examination hall and would not be able to notice such
details. But nobody supported him and so the plea was rejected. Actually Madhavi had no need for any such
support.
Hearing Madhavi’s answer to the question, everyone was astounded at her sharp power of observation and
keen memory.
To the old man who now sat covered with a simple black-and-white bordered shawl, pan juice dribbling down
his chin, she said that on that day he had worn, thrown round his neck, a gold-bordered shawl. He confirmed it
proudly. (It was his wife’s. His wife got it as a present from a relative whom she had helped at childbirth. He
alone knew how much persuasion it had taken him to borrow it for a day.) When Madhavi added that through the
folds of the shawl, she had also seen a slight swelling on his neck, he looked a little crestfallen. The spectators
considered his sudden change of expression an admission of the truth of the statement.
The other old man, feeling ignored, now put his question:
“Don’t you remember me?”
“Yes, you wore glasses.” Then followed a description of the glasses. The gist of it was that there had been a
thread binding the earpiece to the frame near the eyes. Since his hair covered it, the thread was not easily visible.
She had seen it only when she had leaned forward to serve him.
The owner of the glasses mentally regretted his question. Even the five members of the bride’s party had
shown no curiosity regarding his friend’s swelling. But now all fifteen made him take his glasses out of his
pocket, examining them, and even made him wear them, before they convinced themselves of the truth of what
Madhavi had said.
At the end of this scrutiny the man with the shawl asked:
“Did anything special happen as the food was being served?”
Here too, Madhavi’s memory did not fail her. She elaborated, without omitting the details, how she had served
eggs for all the three and how for the questioner, who was a vegetarian, a new leaf-plate had to be brought.
Somebody then nudged the man with the glasses and asked, “How about him?”
Madhavi looked at the man who had asked. It seemed to her a malicious question. Then she looked at the man
concerned. There was no threat in her bearing now. At the most it was tinged with pity. But the man dreaded this
girl with her keen memory.
Of course Madhavi remembered very well. His eyes had implored her for a very generous measure of rice and
the other dishes. But after they were served, he had pretended that too much had fallen on his leaf due to
Madhavi’s carelessness, and her father had rebuked her. She understood her father’s fear that, if she behaved like
a spendthrift before her future father-in-law, the marriage proposal might be dropped. But even then she did not
try to prove her innocence by denuding him of his mask of respectability. On that day as well as on this, she
had\fn {The remainder of this short story was for some reason not scanned. On the other hand, I don’t know as it matters very much,
since we are concerned in the Protocol for World Peace, not with the story as such, but with its expression as a unique contribution by its
author. It does not have to be complete; what is important is the aggregate of the words and phrases; and when combined with the story
immediately below this one, there would seem to be enough to admit it as a form of a total quantity. The book in which it is printed is
Tharu, Susie & Lalita, K. (eds.) Women Writing In India: 600 B.C. To The Present—Volume II: The Twentieth Century. New York, The
Feminist Press, 1993 (CDLXXXIX in my Bibliography), a well-known anthology and very easy to find .}

2
Drenched to the waist by a huge wave, Neelakantan Nair, who had been standing with his back to the sea,
woke up from his meditation on beauty. With his eyes still fixed on the blue sari-clad figure who was walking
towards him, he moved back to the shore, wringing out some of the water.
She came a little nearer. As her face became visible, the worshipper of beauty exclaimed to himself: a gem that
should adorn the crown of the conqueror of the world! She was about to pass him by when she raised her head
and chanced to glance at him. Stopping abruptly, she asked in great amazement:
“Oh! Neelakantan Chettan?”
For a moment Neelakantan Nair was perplexed. He wondered which of the buds he had known had blossomed
into this beautiful flower.
“Is it Saradakutty? My God! Had you taken part in an international beauty competition, you would have won
the first prize. I was just wondering who this gem was.”
“Not gem, but I am the earth which produces the gem.” He found the glow of happiness missing in her smile.
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“Are you alone?” he asked.
“No, there is an escort. How long has it been since I saw you, Chetta? You have not even cared to cast a glance
at us after going away from here!”
“Would it have been of any use, if I had done so?” he said apologetically. “So far, I have had time only to
wander about those places where my father worked or where I studied. Now after father’s retirement all of us
have settled down in our home-town. So I took this opportunity to come here. Is everyone well at home?”
“They’re all fine; no disease, no penury. About four years ago we had a series of misfortunes. Just after my
father recovered from fits, he became bed-ridden with paralysis. The only income was the money my little brother
received for working as a picker in some tennis court. We suffered quite a bit with no one to help and no means to
raise even a few paise. At last there was a way out in a strange form … but forget that! How are things in your
house? … and Nalini?”
“Somehow we managed to find a man for her.” The relief of having unloaded a heavy burden showed on his
face. “What hardship! If the boy is unemployed, we have to find a job for him. If he is employed, solid cash has to
be given. Yet, there is no security regarding a girl’s future despite what we may give her. Nalini got a husband
because we helped him get a transfer from his department.”
“And Visalakshy?”
“She is the next burden. You know how good she is at her studies! But mother thinks that there is nothing more
shameful for women than going to work. Doesn’t she realize that there is nothing more humiliating than chasing
males, trying to catch them like this? What problems! Mother says she will offer me in exchange. But who will
she exchange for getting bridegrooms for the remaining four girls? The misery of having daughters!”
The general complaint about womankind produced a painful smile on Saradakutty’s lips, and momentarily
increased the sorrow in her eyes. With an enigmatic expression she said:
“Don’t talk like that, Chetta. Sometimes, when there is no other way out it is possible to redeem everyone by
making use of a woman.”
Neelakantan Nair continued to stare at her with wonder and joy, without trying to understand what she was
saying. The power of her beauty had immersed him in some daydream, making him forget his mother’s appeal to
find a husband for Visalakshy. Saradakutty turned and looked behind her, and then sat on the sand and asked:
“Don’t you want to see my daughter?”
Neelakantan Nair felt as though something crystal-like broke within him. Although his hopes of the moment
were shattered, he consoled himself that at least he was able to take in that beauty. Seeing a dark young man
bringing a curly-haired, plump and fair child, he asked her, pale-faced:
“The child’s father—”
“He has gone to see someone urgently.”
“Then who is this?” Saradakutty turned around. Looking with a sardonic smile at the hefty fellow who was
carrying the baby effortlessly she said:
“That’s our driver. He resembles the father only in his coloring. How many harmful comforts can those with
excessive money afford to buy and destroy their health as well!”
Neelakantan Nair continued to gaze first at the mother, then at the daughter. He realized then that not only did
she have the treasure of beauty, worthy of lighting up a feudal lord’s home but also the pompousness of the
wealthy. He did not feel surprised at that either. He also guessed that the misdeeds of her husband hurt her more
than his lack of good looks. For quite some time he did not feel like talking to her about anything. At last he said:
“The baby is the spitting image of you, Saradakutty. When she comes of age, her father will not have to run
about to find her a husband.”
“I cannot even imagine him running about. You should see that body! You will wonder how he walks!”
Her tone and expression surprised him. He did not comprehend many things; nor did he know how to ask her
about them. More than the mother’s beauty, it was the baby’s loveliness that fascinated him. He took the baby
from her and covered her with kisses. The baby smiled, showing not even the slightest embarrassment in finding
herself in unfamiliar hands. Seeing that, a sigh escaped her, and her eyes became misty. Her baby was unlucky:
she had not had the good fortune to see her own father even though there were plenty of other men who gave her
affection. With the baby in his lap Neelakantan Nair sat on the sand and asked:
“Where do you live?”
Believing the question to be posed out of a fondness for the baby, she said:
“She stays with my father and mother. Don’t you know our old house? A new two-storied building has been
constructed in its place.”
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“And where do you live?”
“We have settled in Madras. Yesterday was my grandfather’s sixtieth birthday. We carne down for that. But we
are not staying at home. Since one of his good friends and family stay at the Hotel Seashell here, he likes to stay
there too. I go over to my house every morning and bring the baby here. Before it gets dark, she is sent back
again.”
“It is great that the mother has at least that much love for her daughter!” He felt, for an instant, an excessive
affection for the baby who was denied maternal love, and a bitter contempt for the mother who did not perform
her duty. Saradakutty took some time to respond:
“When one realizes what the father wants is not the daughter but only her mother—the mother’s body—isn’t it
proper to oblige?” She quickly corrected herself and said, “I should not utter such thankless words. He had
promised me that he would arrange for a governess and provide other facilities to bring up the baby. But I did not
want her to grow up near me, and entrusted her to my mother. I went back to him just three months after the
delivery.” With extreme contempt and hatred he said:
“Won’t having babies destroy the mother’s beauty?”
“Yes,” she replied in a very serious tone. “After buying an object and paying its price anyone would be careful
to use it with care so as not to cause it any damage. A commodity cannot have any purpose other than that of
satisfying the purchaser.”
Her expression and tone surprised Neelakantan Nair. He asked:
“Why do you speak in this strange manner?”
“Everything about me has come to assume a strange manner,” she said with a bitter laugh. “Tell me, brother.
How many women do you know who have become a man’s property, having bowed and received a bundle of
notes in place of the pudava from him?”
The expression on his face, which had been one of surprise, now changed. She continued to question him:
“Answer this question too: How many girls have you seen, who are wives of men older than their
grandfathers? Many people indulge in fault-finding and condemnation but I have seen the depths of hypocrisy in
such people. Yet, I have a consolation. Many can be saved by using my life.”
He was unaware that the baby had climbed off his lap onto the sand and was picking up shells. In amazement
and disbelief he asked:
“Do you mean to say that you were sold to save the family from penury?”
“Yes! Why are so you amazed? You should compliment me for having achieved so much with my body. There
were days when we could not give even rice water to father. Mother had reached the full term of her pregnancy. In
those days a vaidyan who used to preach about virtuous deeds and mutual help, stayed near our house. A wellknown social reformer. I did not then understand the intention behind his offer of all help to us when we needed it,
if I was sent to his house. At first father and mother did not agree to this. How many are there of that kind?
Nobody values good character or beauty. Only money is important. At last we too adopted the same policy. My
mother’s family pride got subsumed by poverty and hunger. Mother perhaps felt that it was extremely fortunate
that she had a fourteen-year old daughter.”
She stood up, and looked at the horizon where the sun had half set.
“You know, in what plenty father and mother live today! Although I did not get a husband I got a good owner!
Compared to other trades this one is heavenly. I consider myself very lucky that though he had his own children to
love and care for, he granted me the time and opportunity to have a child of my own. Do slaves have the freedom
to maintain relationships with their families, and to visit several places without being suspected? Because one is
required to please only one person, the risks and illnesses are very few. How different the situation would be if
one went about the other business!”
Stunned, he stared at her. He wondered if the condition of women had become so pitiable that even those with
such sweet faces discussed the business of prostitution.
Saradakutty helped the baby to stand up, and wiped the sand off her little hands. Then, smilingly, she asked
Neelakantan Nair, who sat there stunned and speechless:
“Why don’t you say something, Chetta? I cannot stay here longer. After leaving the child in my home, if I
don’t reach his place before he arrives, the son will tell his father all kinds of lies. So great is the son’s hatred—or
love—towards me. The son thinks that he has a better claim on me than the father, at least on account of his age. I
don’t know what might happen if I decide to talk to his father about this matter.”
Still, Neelakantan Nair was silent. How casually she talked about illicit relationships, which no man ever dared
to imagine! She read his mind. Bending down and lifting up the baby, she said:
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“Even if I suffer because of all this; at least my daughter will be able to live comfortably and decently. I am
thinking of adopting a poor child to have a companion for her. Otherwise social reformers with their speeches
might perhaps start surrounding her with an eye on her beauty, and wealth.”
Saradakutty turned back and started walking. Neelakantan Nair who had been sitting stunned until then now
got up abruptly, as though shocked out of sleep, and asked her:
“Who is your husband?”
“Not husband, but owner,” said Saradakutty with a burning smile. “Have you heard of a caste known as the
Nattukkottachetti? Our neighbors call those belonging to it Maravan. According to the physician whom I told you
about a while ago, my husband is a Kasimaravan (dark maravan). Does it matter what he is? Isn’t it enough if my
affairs are managed without my having to toil, like someone who is public property?”
Neelakatan Nair went on looking silently in the direction in which she had gone. He felt amazed and detached
about the fact that such unusual beauty and goodness had to be sold in the marketplace of pleasure without being
received into the sacred institution of marriage. A burning sensation rose in his chest as he thought about his four
unmarried sisters.
78.492 Age\fn{by Gajanan Digambar Madgulkar (1919-1977)} Madgule, Sangli District, Maharashtra State India (M) 4
The sun lay a rein’s length above the edge of the plain behind the spire of the Khandobâ temple. The garden
land around the village, replete with ripe crops, was utterly still. The grain in the ears of millet was ready for
harvest. The slings of the bird-scarers had been busy from the first light and their shouts of “Ha! Haa!” sounded
from all the fields around. In the sky not even the tiniest wisp of cloud. Men were coming and going over the
dried-up earth. Already there was no coolness left in the air, and indeed the growing heat was almost fierce. Even
though it was only the first hour of the morning the atmosphere lay heavy.
On the bank of the western field some Mahâr children were shouting excitedly as they sat playing five-stones
with pebbles. A black flurry of crows screeched through the sky and Râmâ, son of Nâmu Appâ, woke in his little
hut near the well. All night he had not been able to sleep and it was only at dawn that he had closed his eyes for a
few minutes. He would have been happy to sleep till breakfast time, but the indomitable black birds as they
swooped upon the ripe grain had wantonly snatched his sleep away. He sat up, still in his old patchwork quilt, and
stretched his arms. The can stalks of the hut walls scratched his fingers on both sides. His half-blind eyes rolled
oddly. His own arms disgusted him with their folds of slack skin. Leaning heavily upon the earth floor he got to
his feet. His skull-cap brushed against the roof ridge of the tiny hut. He would need to bend double to get through
the tree-foot door and he had to take thought for a few moments before performing such a simple act as bending.
Slowly and painfully he lowered his neck, then his shoulders. As soon as the pain came badly he pressed the back
of his hand into the small of his back, his long nose wrinkled up and the network of lines on his forehead
contracted. A kind of wail came from his toothless mouth. “Aii! Oh mother!”
Painfully Râmâ emerged from the hut. Immediately his eyes were dazzled by the glare outside and he quickly
shut them. He swayed a little where he stood, holding on to the flimsy wall for support. Then putting his arm in
front of his face he slowly opened his eyes. A sturdy young lad was hurrying along the path that led through the
fields. Râmâ could just make out his white turban, shirt and dhoti, but he could not recognize him. Whoever he
was recognized Râmâ though, for he called out without stopping and without expecting any answer, “ Ho, Râmâ!
Had your breakfast?”
Râmâ did not answer. The question came to him muffled rather like voices on the bank come to a swimmer
under water. He stood trying to work out whose voice it was while the speaker passed by less than six feet from
him. During the time that it took him, taking each step with deliberation, to reach the string cot that stood in front
of the hut, Râmâ had pondered deeply over the problem. But still he had not recognized the owner of that voice.
Râmâ lowered himself on to the cot like a man who carries a great load on his head. A splinter on the frame of
the old bed spiked his bottom and he shifted sideways as little muttering to himself, “Drat the bloody thing!”
The heat of the fast climbing sun began to warm his chilly body. He sat staring aimlessly at whatever happened
to be in his line of sight. Slowly he pulled off his skull-cap, then his short jacket, and he sat with his bare back to
the sun. His whole body drank in the heat like a brick in the glowing kiln.
“Time’s getting on. Ought to go and wash.”
The words formed themselves in his mind but he did not move. All the associations of the morning wash took
him back to his childhood. He remembered the Râmâ of sixteen or seventeen. In those days he was really fit! He
would get up when the first cock crowed and set off for the fields with his clean loin-cloth and dhoti tucked under
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his arm, humming songs to himself all the way along. He would wander through the growing crops as he cleaned
his teeth with a cassia twig. With a great leap he would send the warm water of the great stone-lined well
splashing into the air. Plunging and splashing he would swim round and round the well and then do 200 press-ups
and 250 knee-bends on the bank. By the time he was out of breath the sparrows were beginning to chirp and the
jawâri birds were alighting on the fields. It was still before sunrise when he made his way across the dew-soaked
grass to the byre. His old father would be there already and would give him a bowlful of foaming milk from their
huge gray cow. And Râmâ would gulp it down and wander back to the house.
While Râmâ was still lost in these thoughts there came the crack of a sling from somewhere quite near him. A
great flock of jawâri birds rose into the sky from off the corn. He turned round and saw Sugandhâ, the little
Mahâr girl who was doing the bird scaring. By screwing up his eyes and staring hard for some time he got her
general outline clear. She was a fine looking girl. Dressed only in a faded wisp of skirt and a torn blouse, her fresh
youth shone out arrogantly from her rags. When she saw Râmâ looking at her she automatically giggled and
looked bashful. “May I go back to the Mahârvâdâ for my bread?” she asked in a sweet voice. “You’ll be here
won’t you?”
“Huh!” It was only a drawn out grunt that came from Râmâ’s mouth, but Sugandhâ took it for agreement and
turning her back on him went scampering off towards the village, balancing along the fallen palm trunks on the
bank.
It reminded him of Târâ Paratin. She had walked a tight wire just like that and in a dress that showed every
curve of her body. Râmâ had first seen her when she was doing a high wire act in the Kharsundi circus. He
himself had come there with his companions from the wrestling school to try and win a prize, and that evening at
the end of the games he had floored the two famous wrestlers from Kaledhon Mâyani. With the two gilded
turbans that he had won, one on his head and the other under his arm, he had strutted about the fair ground. The
friends who had gone with him had softened up his aching back with congratulations and had carried him on their
shoulders.
When they had gone into the tent of “Târâbai’s Grand Circus” and seen Târâ’s skill, he had been more
interested in the performer than in the act. As he came out of the tent he had struck hands with his friends and
muttered, screwing up his eyes and hunching his shoulders, “I’ll have that bird. You wait.”
And he had proved his words within a week. One morning he had gone towards the big tent in order to study
his quarry, and while looking at the lions and tigers in their cages he had discovered the fleet-footed hind as well.
She was sitting on her own behind the tent, combing her hair in the sun. Without a moment’s hesitation Râmâ had
given her a meaning look. Even the experienced Târâ was shaken by this crude performance, and she went inside
hastily. When she came out again it was with her face discreetly powdered and her padar decently and neatly
drawn across her breast.
Râmâ was skilled in the arts of seduction and recognized this act at once. At dusk he had given his friends the
slip and made his way back to Târâ’s quarters. And then for seven or eight days he had roamed the sugarcane field
with her like a man in a dream. He had snapped off stalks of sugarcane of many shapes and sizes, and his lips had
tasted their sweetness in her kisses. The fair ended. The tents and stalls departed. The poor and wretched began to
collect the scraps of straw and grain from the cattle market. Târâ’s tent was struck and when her wagons set out on
the Tâsgaon road he had embraced her for the last time among the thickets by the stream and let her go. For a long
time after that he had basked in the reputation of this short affair.
Râmâ could not see before him still the string of bullock carts rumbling along the road and Târâ’s hand waving
as she disappeared from sight. And then there was a sudden rustling noise coming from the hut! A stumpy little
pony was munching the wall of the temporary shelter. Râmâ’s immediate reaction was to hurl a stone at the back
of the aggravating beast that was destroying his shade. He even made a spasmodic effort to rises, but his aching
back would not let him. He flopped back again dizzily and in a burst of anger threw his hat, which was the first
thing to hand, at the pony. It fell between the bed and the hut. Peacefully flicking its tail the shameless creature
came forward and began to sniff the filthy old cap with wide nostrils. Râmâ staggered to his feet with both hands
on his buttocks. It was impossible to move fast. Sometimes he felt as though someone had tied a hobble to his legs
like a horse. But now someone was coming running through the field behind and yelling at the pony, “Bâlyâ,
Bâlyâ!” The voice came faintly to Râmâ’s ears and it seemed familiar, but he could not quite recognize it.
A practically naked youth came up to the pony and tugged its head round by the dark mane.
“Who’s that?” Râmâ could not resist shouting out.
“It’s me, Râmâ, Sagu’s Shankar. The rotten pony’s gone and broken its tether again.”
And having clarified the situation thus far in these off-hand words Shankar, son of Sagu, disappeared along
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with his pony among the tall dry stems of the jawâri\fn{A note reads: great millet, the principal food grain of rural
Maharashtra.}
This time Râmâ flopped back on to the cot giddily as if his legs had been cut from under him. The tail-end of a
cracked laugh just about reached the desert of his lips and there died.
“Well!” Only the one word came out.
In fact Sagu’s Shankar was his own child. He remembered that at least. A bitter little thought scurried through
the anthill of his mind. His own flesh was a stranger to him because all his life he had carefully avoided standing
upon the marriage dais.
Sagu was a widow. She had kept a fruit and vegetable stall near the Mulânâ’s shrine and Râmâ used to go
there often to buy coconut and pickles. One evening while she was tipping dried coconut into the lap of his dhoti
she had caught his hand, and Râmâ, a middle-aged man now, had not been able to say no. And everything had
followed just as you would expect. The milk had been spilled and the crying came after.
Sagu had been responsible for the sin and so Râmâ had washed his hands of the whole business. Sagu sold up
the shop lock, stock and barrel, and went off to Ahmedabad without saying a word to anyone in the village. After
a time rumors went round that she had set up house with someone or other, but then they faded and died away.
Twenty years later Sagu came back, with Shankar, and everyone in the village accepted without question that
he was the child of her second marriage. But Râmâ knew the tale within a tale.
Once his fair, loose-limbed Sagu had been chasing the bull round the stable yard after it had broken loose from
its chain. At that moment Râmâ had happened to come in through the gate, caught the wildly plunging creature by
the tail and brought it up short. And now he could not even drive off that same Sagu’s scraggy little pony. He was
old. His family had begun to say, “He must be more than a hundred! He’s living on borrowed time now.”
After an hour or more Sugandhâ came back from the Mahârvâdâ where she had been to eat her piece, and then
Râmâ set out for his house in the village, leaning heavily on his stick. On the way he kept meeting small children,
but try as he would he could never remember who they all belonged to. The effort of tottering over the rough
stones on the bank almost reduced him to tears. Again and again he recalled his ancient prowess. That time when
he was already in his sixties and he had swum the Mângangâ in flood!
Even when he reached the house no-one took any notice of him. His youngest nephew’s wife saw him as she
was standing in front of the mirror in the wall braiding her long hair, but she did not attempt to look embarrassed
or even move to one side. The middle daughter-in-law, sitting in the inner room suckling her baby, did not bother
to get up. The eldest, cooking chapattis in the kitchen, never even asked him to have a bite. Outside the back door
there was water in the trough by the well. Râmâ bent down painfully and scooped a handful out. He rinsed out his
mouth and spat, rubbed a little water on his eyes and then with trembling legs came into the kitchen. He pulled out
q dish for himself from the corner, put four or five chapattis into it from the pile in front of the stove, picked up
the pot from the side of the fire and slopped half the milk in it on to his bread. He crumbled up the bread with
trembling fingers, angrily, as if he would crumble the whole world with it, and then began to gulp the mess down
in unchewed mouthfuls like a starving crow. The eldest daughter-in-law widened her eyes in disgust at such a
display, but did not say a word.
He got up and pushed the dirty plate to one side. He went to the back door, rinsed his hand in the trough,
splashed some water on his face and went out; without a shirt, without a hat, without even a stick in his hand.
There was no-one left for him to care about in the whole world. He could never rid his mind of the thought that
through some mistake of the god she had long outlived his term.
He came to the village Mâruti temple. By now the heat had reached its first fierce climax and there was not a
single living creature on the Holi hillock in front of the temple. The white dust baked in the heat. The broad
platform round the great lime slept in the shade of its tree. There was no movement upon its limbs, no sound
among its foliage.
Râmâ clambered shakily up the half dozen steps to the head-high platform. All at once he felt cool again. The
whole surface of his eyrie was littered with sere and yellow lime twigs, empty seed cases and white bird
droppings. There was an inscribed slab of stone leaning against the trunk of the tree. It was broken off top and
bottom and no-one had ever been able to read the letters carved on it.
With this mysterious stone for a pillow Râmâ lay down in the thick shade of the neem tree. The eyelids closed
beneath the white eyebrows. Everything was dark. There was a great quiet. The exhausted mind was tilled and the
weary body quenched. A strange snoring sound came from the beak-like nose and Râmâ slept.
Next door to the temple the school had started. The children shouted and chattered but Râmâ slept on. With the
food in his belly he slept like Kumbhakarna.\fn{ A note reads: a giant, brother of the demon Ravana in the Ramayana, who was
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condemned to sleep for six months at a time, devoting the remaining six to eating ravenously .}

“The old devil’s not even good to keep an eye on the crops.” His nephews grumbled to each other a time or
two, but nobody made any effort to find him.
When the housewives gathered under Jharna the weaver’s neem tree Râmâ’s niece narrated to all and sundry
the saga of her uncle’s greed and idleness. It never occurred to her to mention that he had not been home for his
main meal and that no-one had gone out to the hut to take it to him.
The heat grew less. When the school children came out into the open place in front of the school and began to
intone their multiplication tables, keeping time with their heads like pecking hens, Râmâ awoke with a start. His
whole body was sore and stiff. He thought of the time when he could draw up the great wooden bucket of the
irrigation well single handed, and he dragged his old body off the platform and sat droopingly on the steps. The
steps on which he was sitting were very old, the platform itself had outlived its usefulness and the tree that it
surrounded should have fallen by rights long ago. It was thoughts like these that buzzed continuously in this mind,
and his head nodded continuously in agreement with them.
The children were still saying their tables, drawn up in two facing ranks and looking as if they were on the
point of hurling themselves upon each other in battle. Râmâ decided that they could not possibly be from the
village. He sat staring at them from afar with the indifference of a stranger.
“Ten thirties are three hundred.” The children dispersed having finished off the table in the tone of pilgrims to
Pandharpur crying, “Pundalik varade,” and promptly made off to their houses. There was no pull of home for
Râmâ. He sat on in the same place, vacantly staring. The sun sank and it was dusk. He thought of the innumerable
day’s endings that he had known.
His thoughts ground through his skull unceasingly, as if he were an old bull lying broken legged in its stall and
mindlessly chewing its cud. The Brahman women coming to serve the god with their little baskets of offerings,
the peasants standing at the temple door for a moment’s worship, not one of them turned to glance at Râmâ. He
might have been a tethered horse as he squatted on the steps. His dejection reached its peak. He began to accost
passers by, asking them some question or other just for the sake of contact. Of Bâpyâ Gurav coming to light the
temple lamps he asked, “What prize is the Raja of Sangli giving?” Bâpu went about his business, expressing the
silent opinion that the old man was off his head.
Râmâ stopped Mârtand Bâman on his way home from performing a Staya-Nârâyan ceremony at Belavadi.
“Is the Gaikwas of Shetphal still in rebellion?” he asked.
Mârtand Bâman did not stop to answer. He hurried on towards the Brahman alley with his little sack of rice on
his shoulder.
Some sudden memory must have come back to him, for all at once Râmâ began to sing in a loud voice,
O, they all reject me and leave me forlorn.

It was an old love song he was trying to sing, but his voice was as mournful as a dog’s howling.
The tamasha\fn{A note reads: rather crude, rustic type of musical play, with singing, dancing and acted scenes, usually from Hindu
,mythology. Considered low and vulgar by educated people, with some justification .} was over now, and he came towards the
Mâruti temple lost in a glory of wrestling prizes and gold bangles.
The moon had risen. Three or four unknown youths had gathered in the courtyard in front of the temple. Râmâ
had forgotten now the changes wrought by his eighty years. He began to watch the game that the boys were laying
before him with narrowed eyes.
In the courtyard of the temple lay five or six stone balls which must have weighed between one and a half and
two maunds.\fn{A note reads: about 80 pounds.} The young men were lifting them, heaving them above their heads
and then hurling them thundering to the ground. Their bodies gleamed with sweat at this exacting sport. Some
went off panting to sit on the steps of the temple for a while. For more than half an hour Râmâ stood watching
them.
Finally the youths took themselves off. The village of hard-working farmers slept. The yellow flicker from the
shrine of the Mâruti temple suddenly went out and there was only the bright moonlight.
Râmâ was still standing there on the steps when suddenly and for no apparent reason his whole body went
tense.
Quickly he went down the steps and over to one of the stone balls. There was no longer any pain, no throbbing
in his back, but his whole frame was shaking like a tree upon the sea shore. He tensed himself again, calling up all
the strength of his memories, and spat feebly on the palms of his two trembling hands. He bent rigidly like a
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reaped sugarcane. Open mouthed with the strain he placed his hand beneath the stone. From his lips came an
inarticulate cry of “Jay Bajarang” and grunting he brought the great stone up above his knees. The back muscles
heaved and in a moment the stone was at his chest. His knees were vibrating now like a drumstick on the drum,
but still he was not satisfied. With a groan he lifted the stone higher still. In the moment that it brushed against the
tip of his nose his legs gave way. There was a dull thud as Râmâ crashed to the ground with the stone still
clutched to his chest. The stone sphere rolled to one side, but there was no movement from Râmâ’s limbs. He lay
still where he had fallen like a branch lopped from the tree.
In the sky the moon climbed higher. It could not understand, for it knew nothing of age. And the wind too,
which cannot count the years, walked by the temple a hundred times that night.
But Râmâ never stirred nor woke.
34.169 & 78.478 1. Vithoba 2. Second Time: Two Short Stories\fn{by Arvind Vishnu Gokhale (1919-1992)}
Maharashtra State, India (M) 7
1
She was gazing at her alabaster figure in the mirror, when the door bell rang. “Postman,” she said under her
breath and started pouring water on herself in a hurry. Since early morning she had been expecting the postman.
Several times, while drinking her coffee, typing, smoking, her eyes had strayed towards the window. So many
people went along this road leading to the colony. Students, hawkers, vagrants, among them she had tried to pick
out the rumpled postman in khaki. For some time she even stood on the verandah although she knew that the
postman never turned up before ten. Now it was only nine o’clock, but the way the bell was pressed, she guessed
it was the postman and she was bathed in a vague excitement.
“Who was that?” she asked in a damp voice, opening the bathroom door a little.
“Daak,” replied the maid servant from the kitchen, over the noise of the stove.
Daak means letter, Nahana means bathing, Chhoti Hazeri is breakfast, sona is sleeping or having siesta. All
these Hindi words learnt by heart came to her in an amusing sequence. She could visualize the oblong American
envelope. It must be from the Foundation in New York. The most yearned for letter, which was to change her
destiny. Her whole life—her very existence depended on it.
All of a sudden she became apprehensive. There was no reflection opposite, the mirror was covered with
steam. Everything seemed darkened and suspended.
Somehow wrapping the towel round she came out of the bathroom. Throwing back her golden locks, she
rushed to the outer room to see the letter. It was from the Foundation, addressed to her—Ursula Larson.
Impatient, her hands clutching the towel, she found it difficult to open the envelope. She went back and stood
in front of the mirror. What was the hurry? Better to get dressed first. The letter had arrived an hour early. Still
there was a month to go. Besides. what could it contain? “In response to your letter the fellowship for the project
is being granted—for two years” or “Your request is not being considered.”
What could it be? While running the ivory comb through her golden hair Ursula became thoughtful. She came
to India only for six months and was to go back as soon as the study was over. Several times she was homesick.
Her boy friend has returned wounded from Vietnam. Her father had suffered a stroke. Often she had dreamt of her
hometown near Indianapolis. But in these last six months everything was changed. Everything was in a turmoil.
On her trips from Poona to Pandharpur, she had discovered the idol of Vithoba and his temples. She had drawn
up a research project on Vithoba and applied for the fellowship for two years. It was an unusual and a perfect
project, the kind the Foundation would accept. If she could live in India for two years, among these people, on
this soil, in this spell-bound atmosphere. But—the other day Barbara’s project was rejected, even Dr. Starsberg
did not get the extension for three months. If she stayed she might not see her father again. Poor, wounded Dave,
already so aloof, might completely—
What to do? What did the letter contain? What could the future be?
Ursula saw the letter from the mirror and her face shadowed in anxiety. She was awfully scared to open the
letter. Suddenly she felt like reading it, to end all the suspense. But then she remembered something. Dropped the
comb down, zipped up the lingerie and quickly drew the curtain of the back window to look at the tenements.
As usual the woman was sitting on a charpoy, feeding her baby. Her choli was loosened. Her eyes were far
away and the pale passive face was serene. Her dark naked baby was tugging at her vigorously. Her patient
breasts appeared mahogany in the soaring sun.
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Ursula could not move her eyes away. Her tiny bosom heaved, wanting to stare at the scene forever. One
should live in India for this. In America this was considered improper. To sit in the sun feeding one’s own baby is
genuinely Indian, what more divine …
The woman’s husband made an appearance, coughing on his bidi and Ursula moved away. Five children, one
miscarriage, drunkard and unemployed husband, Ursula remembered, the fights right up to midnight, the poverty,
the neglect and starvation in all those dwellings. All the humiliation the women went through. A nameless, drab
face of the maligned Indian womanhood came in front of her as if to devour—
She felt like running away from this country.
She came away from the window, passed the table on which the letter was lying and stood on the verandah.
Even though it was not summer, the sun was glaring down. The bushes were covered in dust. The traffic was
making the unnecessary din. The atmosphere was getting deadly. This arid, faded, inimical atmosphere was
everywhere—in Poona, Delhi, Patna or Bangalore. A crow sitting on some withered tree seemed to screech at the
dry sky. A line of lepers went somewhere crying for leftovers. The fallow, sad land seemed to sigh. Any moment
something would attack.
Again Ursula had these harried visions and felt suffocated. She tried to think of her native land. The workers,
sitting on the high stools of delicatessens. The travelers enjoying themselves in the Greyhound buses. Bars,
bowling alleys, churches—everything so clean, beautiful and contented. Father must be watching the T.V. Mother
might be shopping at A. & P. Dave might be driving around in his brand new Cadillac with one arm in a sling.
Ursula felt she was going crazy. She felt like tearing up the letter and going back home. She turned—and then
she heard the strains of a sitar coming on a transistor from a passerby. She stopped, closed her eyes, the image of
Vithoba came to her mind.
She was transfixed for a moment, then quietly went inside. The maid had tidied up the room. Now the letter
was under a paper weight, in the shape of Nataraja. The bigger Nataraja was on the wall. The marble Taj Mahal, a
row of elephants in ivory, sandalwood things, mina work, pachmina shawls, musical instruments, photographs—it
was a veritable exhibition of Indian crafts. Standing like Vithoba with her hands on the hips, Ursula examined
them lovingly. In the soft light of the room a sort of tenderness crept over her. She felt she was at Ellora. In the
darkened eons of time the awe inspiring stone sculpture stood motionless.
She heard the echo of the chantings of the Vedas, saw the peaks of the Himalayas and the dark beauties of
Kerala dancing Kathakali. Ursula was being drawn in a spell-bound universe and wished to stay in this state of
rapture forever.
The door bell rang harsh. Ursula was shaken out of her reverie. While listening to a sitar, watching Kathak,
looking at the carved caves or sitting in a bullock cart her mind overflowed with fantastic emotions. Now even the
memory of it was enough to thrill her. Only a fantasy—but that was also taken away from her. Ursula wondered if
it was a cable from the Foundation calling her back immediately.
The maid opened the door and some people came in and saying, “Hi?,” “How do you do?,” “Hello, Ursu!” and
they made themselves comfortable. Rangachari switched on the fan. Madhu Mehra picked up the tin of cigarettes
from the table and offered it round. Lilu Motichandani chose the center chair to get into her usual pose. Sunanda
looked at the books. Kartarsingh—
All these were Ursula’s Indian friends collected during the last six months. First she was glad to see them, then
a feeling of aversion came over her, but in the end feeling sorry for them she forced a smile and stood in the
corner. These young people were delightfully sophisticated. They talked at length on any subject, read Reader’s
Digest and admired America. Their clothes, their education, their books, even their vocabulary, was [more]
American than Ursula herself.
In the beginning she was pleasantly surprised and felt glad and proud. But gradually all this turned odious.
They were neither American nor Indian. In every sense these were the unnurtured souls in a void. This Rangachari
had a doctorate in nuclear physics but wore a sacred thread and did puja. The gallant Madhu Mehra was actually
lecherous and Sunanda, without any individuality of her own, was happy flaunting her husband’s success.
“At last I got the visa. I am going to New York.” Lilu said with emotion.
“Oh, how nice,” Ursula said and tried to smile. She thought of the troubles Lilu had taken to manage this.
Visits to the U.S.I.S.,\fn{United States Information Service.} the friendships developed with the officials there, trying
for an American husband, bribes for the visa. Going to New York was a Nirvana. Why [had] Lilu wanted to go so
much? Why [had] Ursula herself come here?\fn{ The text had: Why Ursula herself had come here?}
“What about your staying on here?”
“Don’t know yet.”
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Ursula looked at the envelope while going inside to arrange for the coffee. Lilu was going for fun, but she
herself? Everybody did not look for fun. Rangachari had [a] hard time studying. But then why did they become so
superficial, arrogant and un-Indian? Why [did] all of them not return?\fn{ The text has: Why all of them did not return?}
What did they find there? Only money? If she stayed on, what would she find? Vithoba?
After telling the maid to get the coffee she turned and heard the fights going on in the slums behind. They
quarreled over the tap water, money, girls.
Ursula felt uneasy. Those animal-like, ignorant, half-starved, diseased people of the huts and these, from big
bungalows, over-stuffed with money, food and education sitting in there. Both kinds lived on the same soil
avoiding one another. Nobody bothered. Everything was meaningless without any direction—was she to live in
this confusion? She thought she would also announce that she was going back. She came back to the sitting-room
with the decision, but now there was one more visitor—a white American. Seeing Bob, she forgot to say anything
and stood on the side listening.
Discussions, parties, liquor, yoga—they were talking to Bob on variety of subjects. Bob was listening with
interest. This Bob, who made documentaries, was he deep or just a tourist? Had he experienced the spell of this
land, while picking out the scenes of begging India. Ursula was watching him silently. She was usually appalled
by the visiting Americans, but now she felt sorry for Bob.
Everybody left after the coffee, leaving behind the echoes of questions, opinions, curiosity and scandal. Ursula
sat for a while listening. Questions and more questions, people and more people—she felt smothered and was then
filled with pity for all of them.
Nataraja was holding the letter under his foot.
Ursula was shocked at herself. Some Foundation was to direct her life. She could not do a thing about it. It had
never happened before. No one had ever stopped her. She chose her dates, she started smoking, she went steady
with Dave. She decided to come to India. Whatever she wanted she got. But since coming here everything had
changed. In spite of the disgust, she was clinging to this country. Was it because of David?
Now she intensely longed for him and felt like taking out his photos and letters. Dave had become distant. She
had not seen him in four years, since he had left for Vietnam. Correspondence was irregular. The only recent
contact was his photograph in green beret with a wounded arm. And now whatever Bob had told her. Bob had met
Dave once on the way to Indianapolis at a drive-in. There was a girl with him. His language was different.
Vietnam War had changed David. Perhaps he needed Ursula now—or may be her love was an impediment—what
were his feelings? What precisely did she feel?”
Ursula was uneasy.
She picked up the stray cigarette butts from the floor. Her love was like a half smoked cigarette. Perhaps,
because of Vietnam she had come to India, and after hearing all that from Bob she was trying to stay on—but long
before Dave had returned from Saigon she had reached Pandharpur.
A procession of the devotees going to Pandharpur came to her mind. She had joined them out of curiosity and
was completely carried away. Now she saw herself in the procession and then saw David walking in the lines of
soldiers. The devotees were going in search of Nirvana to the rhythm of drums and cymbals. The platoons of
soldiers were returning from the dreadful human annihilation, mentally and physically shattered. The devotees in
ecstasy were drawn by some unknown longing. And the steps of the soldiers—alternately she saw the devotees
and the GIs. It was like one of the scenes from Bob’s documentary.
She started out. She did not bother to tell the maid. She did not even glance at the letter, nor did she pause to
pick it up. She took down her bicycle from the verandah and through the half-opened gate she came out on the
road.
Outside the surging heat engulfed her. The clouds of dust were rising. Shamelessly some people were
defecating by the side of the road. Go anywhere in the planes, in trains or cars and look out, one saw people
squatting. Holding her breath, she muttered”
“India is a great big commode.”
But she pedaled on and on, along that hot, drag road, avoiding the dirty patches. Squalor and stink and yet she
was entangled in it. What was this craze? She herself did not know. Was it because deep inside she had realized
that everything was over between Dave and her? Or was it her constant restlessness she expected to lose in this
mysterious land?
Leaving the huts behind, she came to the brand new colony, going along the big bungalows and the gardens
she came outside the city. The road led to a bare hill, beyond the hill in a depression was an old temple of Vithoba.
She had first drafted her project sitting by this temple. The idol inside had set this unknown longing.
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The black, wide-eyed, short and plump image, as if eternally waiting, moved her even now. Compared to any
other idols or carvings, this dark apparition had captivated her. Surprisingly, this funny god had become her
friend. Dave went away and the rest of the world was painful, she found comfort in Vithoba.
The sun was pouring down, the climb was difficult. Perspiration was streaming down and her legs were getting
stiff, but Ursula went on pushing the bike with determination. When she was a child of eight or nine, one morning
she had started out like this on her bicycle to meet a negro girl friend who lived in the slums. The family had
objected and Ursula was not allowed to go. That was one time in her life she could not do what she wanted—as
the Foundation was trying to stifle her now.
Ursula felt, she was rushing to Vithoba, to get away from her past, to decide to live in this mad country. He
might have the answer. He had captivated her heart because he was her black friend.
The road to the temple was unending and Ursula was pushing her bike with all her might.
2
“I’m afraid … I’m almost sure that …”
The whole household seemed to tremble as the words came out unsteadily from Kundâ’s lips. The tiny lamp
set before the goddess on a rough shelf on the wall flickered, and in the electric bulb that hung by its flex from the
ceiling above the table the filament glowed white. The empty pots and dirty plates in the kitchen, and in the outer
room the scattered newspapers and washing dangling from the rafters looked utterly desolate. The swinging cot in
the corner screeched like an owl.
Kundâ had been dreading to pronounce the words in that household of two rooms and two and a half persons
ever since yesterday morning. Having to say them was like a blow upon the heart. She had beseeched the god that
it should not be true, that such a thing should not happen, but gradually and inescapably she had come to realize
that it was going to happen. She had been miserable, she had been in despair, and at last now, with the evening
meal over and the dirty dishes pushed aside, she had said to Dhananjay,
“I’m afraid … I’m almost sure …”
Dhananjay was rocking the baby’s cradle and hunting for a piece of betel-nut, and he jumped when Kundâ
suddenly blurted out these words. He had no idea what she was trying to say, with her shaking hands and sweatstreaked forehead, but just sat staring at her like a clod.
She had to make herself clearer and then at last light dawned on Dhananjay. He saw the misery in his wife’s
eyes and somehow or other stammered out, “Do you really mean it? How could you be, Kunde?”
“Are you asking me?” There was a slight hardening of her dejected features. You set out to explain something
to your husband and before you’ve finished he starts asking stupid questions!
Seeing the incipient anger in her face poor Dhananjay became more agitated than ever. He began to feel like a
criminal. However, summoning all his male fortitude he said,
“It’s not certain though, is it? It’ll turn out all right.”
“I don’t know. I can’t think properly,” she said hopelessly.
They avoided each other’s eyes and let their gaze wander over the cardboard box full of bills on the table, the
trunk full of clothes against the wall and the baby’s toys lying in the corner. Dhananjay caught sight of the supari
\fn{A note reads: nut of the areca palm; betel-nut.} on the window sill and Kunda noticed the flies around the uncovered
cooking pots. They looked at each other again. The new and tenuous thread of companionship that exists between
husband and wife these days was cut. They both went back to their own affairs.
Dhananjay sat for a long time that evening reading Graham Greene’s\fn{ Henry Graham Greene (1904-1991) English
novelist.} latest novel. Ever since getting home from the office he had been eager to get down to his favorite
author’s new book. He had had to play with the baby until supper, and afterwards there had been no chance till the
end of the evening news on the wireless.\fn{ Radio.} Then at last he had flung himself on to the bed to read in
comfort, but although he had turned over many pages his mind was not on his book. When he heard eleven
striking on the clock in the next-door lodgings he shut the book and mentally bracing himself turned his head.
Kundâ was sitting against the opposite wall folding the baby’s clothes.
“Kundâ,” he called.
She looked up immediately. Her blank careworn expression was more pronounced than ever. There was no
doubt there. She was obviously quite certain of the troubles in store. Dhananjay gave her a tortured look. She
dropped her eyes towards the clothes again and said softly,
“Apart from everything else, baby’s still so little. And now!”
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The date of the child’s birth, written in pencil on the wall behind the cot six months before, seemed to gleam
and flicker like a neon sign. Dhananjay remembered the loneliness and independence of the time when Kundâ had
gone hone to have the baby, and the upheaval and joy that had followed her return. And it was all going to happen
again, for the second time. As the idea came home to him he sat up and began to stare at the overcrowded little
room.
“Baby’s not very well,” Kundâ said, doing up a bundle of clothes, “and I’m still feeling rotten. And I still
tremble all over when I think about what I went through. It’s like yesterday, all that pain, and now tomorrow …”
She choked the words out. The thought of facing once more the agony that she had suffered only a few months
ago was unbearable.
The bundles of baby clothes went back under the cot and under the bed. Kundâ wiped the sweat off her
forehead with her padar and threw back her head to drink a cupful of water. As he looked at her fair, slender neck
Dhananjay felt that he ought to say something cheerful and reassuring, but he could not think of anything
appropriate—
“It’s not certain yet, is it? … It’ll be all right. … What’s it matter as long as it’s another boy! … Those people
across the road have a new baby every year. My old grandmother had eighteen children, and each time she got
stronger and so did the kids. … Buck up, Kundâ; what’s so terrible about it?”
It was no good. He couldn’t manage anything light and airy. All of a sudden he blurted out,
“Go to the doctor tomorrow, won’t you? It’s time the baby was weighed anyway. Had you remembered?”
“The doctor will be angry as well. And in a few weeks people will start sniggering. I’ll be ashamed to show my
face out of doors.”
Dhananjay leaned back against his propped up pillow and watched Kundâ’s huge shadow upon the opposite
wall. Once again memories of last year came back to him. What a difference! Almost dancing with joy Kundâ had
said then, “I’m almost sure … I’m so happy I don’t know what to d with myself. Come on, let’s go and see the
doctor this minute.” She had chattered away all the time then, walked abroad with the air of having become a real
woman at last. The novelty of it all; the pride, the fulfillment, the obstinacy, the determination; and then the fads
and fancies, and at last the longed-for baby—a boy too! And now! Now everything was reversed, everything was
black. Now this same Kundâ was overwhelmed, said “I’m afraid,” drew back from her husband. She was ashamed
to face people, even the doctor.
Dhananjay got up and said, “Don’t talk like that, Kundâ. Make sure first at least.”
“I am sure.”
“Well even if it is, we’ll manage.”
“How will we manage? Where are we going to get the money? Selling my jewelry or borrowing? And if we
get the money then where am I going to have the baby? Back home again I suppose and land Daddy in all the
trouble and expense again!”
It was as if every time he tried to find a way out of their troubles he was immediately beaten back by Kundâ’s
blows. It was true though. Kundâ might resign herself again to suffering the pangs of labor, but who was going to
look after her and everything else? There was nothing to spare in this tight-budgeted little family for any kind of
trouble or any new mouth to feed.
He turned away from her and went to the cot. Pulling back the mosquito-net he looked down at the sleeping
child and said gently, “Come here, Kunde. Look, he’s smiling in his sleep.”
“He’s getting <to be> a real little rascal these days.”
Kundâ went to the cot and began to tuck up the sheet. How sweet the sleeping baby looked! How delightful it
is for parents to stand side by side looking at their son in his cradle! At least it had always seemed so to Kundâ
and Dhananjay. But not today! It was more pity that they felt as they watched the little smiling face.
They put back the net and turned away. Dhananjay suddenly remembered a piece of news that might diminish
their own troubles.
“You know your cousin’s …”
“Yes,” Kundâ interrupted. He had hoped that the example of her cousin would cheer her up a little at least, but
she went on, “Her first was a girl, so if she’s having another so soon it’s because she’s determined to get a son. If
I’d had a girl first instead of a boy, then perhaps …”
Dhananjay stood staring at her with his mouth open. She had obviously looked at everything from every
possible angle and could see no way out. There was no comfort to be had from the doctor, from her parents, from
her cousin and even less from her husband. He lay back on the bed defeated and stared at the ceiling. He was
beginning to realize fully how desperate was the situation that had suddenly come upon them.
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Kundâ lifted the baby out of the cot and began to feed him. The few remaining sounds from the neighboring
rooms were now entirely stilled under the blanket of night. The noise of passers-by and of radios had quite ceased.
There was only a mounting obsession of dim lights, vast shadows, the ticking of clocks and the beating of hearts.
The child was cradled at Kundâ’s breast, and the other was stirring in her womb.
How was he to be brought into the world? Where should he be reared and who would rear him? How was it all
to be managed? The ever revolving thoughts were darkening the circles round Kundâ’s eyes.
It was after twelve before Kundâ had finished off the baby and herself and was able to lie down. Dhananjay
was still awake and staring at the ceiling. He was married, but no-one had taught him how to become a husband.
He had a child, but he had still not learned the responsibilities of a father. He had set up a kind of home, but rough
and ready as it was he had made no plans for his future.
Everything half-understood! Everything half-baked! It made him squirm to think of it. And now this mess! He
said quietly,
“It’s true, it’s all been a mess, Kundâ. I’m a fool. It’s all my fault.”
“Why just yours?” she said, taking her arm away from her face and trying to look tenderly at him. Dhananjay
began to feel a little better and smiled. Kundâ smiled and then they both began to laugh. And as they laughed their
hearts turned over.
“It shouldn’t have been allowed to happen,” he said. “Having a baby eighteen months after getting married is
all right. But so soon …”
“Leave it for now,” Kundâ said, a mature mother of two. The same words had been running through her mind
ever since yesterday until she thought her head would split.
“We’ll have to change all our plans. There are 150 rupees in the bank.” Actually it was only 125, but the larger
round figure came naturally to his lips.
“There’s still plenty of time. Besides—”
“Only today I went to the insurance agent,” Dhananjay went on obstinately with his own train of thought.
“They’ve got a good scheme for starting saving for the child now. But now we’ll have to scrap all those plans for
him.”
Kundâ looked in a startled way towards the cot and said, “Why?”
“What else can we do? There’ll be nothing to spare now. And what there is will have to do for two. We were
going to give him a good education, send him to the Military College. But now! Everything will cost twice as
much.”
“No it won’t. The second can have the same clothes, and toys and books.”
“But not school fees.”
“Oh, we’ll see. Go to sleep now.”
It was easy to say, but Kundâ turned over restlessly as she did so because of the pain in her heart. Dhananjay
went on absorbed in paternal worries. Instead of dreaming of one son a major in the Army they would have to
come down to two sergeants in the Police. Two sergeants instead of one major. Two foremen instead of one
engineer. Two primary school teachers instead of one professor. Dhananjay began to do complicated sums in his
head.
They lay back to back for the first time in their married lives except when they had had a quarrel. The little
two-roomed apartment had the air of a dharmashâlâ\fn{A note reads: resting place for pilgrims, where all ages and sexes sleep
side by side more or less in public.} and their dreams were wan and desolate.
Some time in the middle of the night they both became aware that the baby was crying. Neither of them got up;
Kundâ because of the pain in her head and Dhananjay because of his usual laziness. When the child began to cry
more loudly they woke up properly. Dhananjay said peevishly,
“The baby’s been crying for ages. Pick him up.”
“You see to him. I’m worn out. You’ll have to get used t it now anyway.” Kundâ lay under the weight of her
leaden eyelids.
Dhananjay pulled the blankets over his head and then immediately re-emerged and began to stare into the
darkness. Momentarily forgotten in the heaviness of sleep, it all came back to him more agonizingly than before.
“You’ll have to get used to it now. You pick him up”—Kundâ’s words ate into his heart. Up to now he had
occasionally seen to the baby in the night, but from now on …
Kundâ suddenly got up, furiously picked the baby from its cot and took it into the bed with her and began to
feed it. It stopped crying the moment the milk touched its quivering mouth, but the tears still swam in Kundâ’s
eyes. “You’ll have to wean him soon”—it was like a sword in her heart. She yearned with tenderness for the little
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creature and yet she lay motionless, half imagining a pain within her belly. The embryo in her womb was forcing
her baby away from her—and Dhananjay just lying sulking in the corner!
*
“Take another seer\fn{A note reads: former measure of weight, about two pounds.} of milk a day and you’ll be able to
keep him on the breast. He’s still so little. Nothing else is as good at his age.” That was Sagunâ the milk woman
talking.
“He wasn’t the baby any more as soon as the other came. His mother hadn’t the time for him, poor thing.
Children need a grandma or an aunt around, to bathe them and put them to bed and feed them and lay with them.
The poor little chap’s on his own all the time.” That was a neighbor talking to someone or other.
Someone else—“The father’s taken over the elder one completely. But what can you expect? It’s not a man’s
job after all.’
“And what a weakling the second child is! What can you expect coming so soon, and no rest from housework
and children? Now she’s ill and the new baby’s got rickets.”
“You never see the younger one in anything but handed-down clothes. He always looks like a little orphan, and
the elder doesn’t get enough attention either.”
*
Different voices, half-heard phrases, chittering in the dark like crickets. The night was nearly over. In
weariness and sorrow Kundâ lay still and tense like a board. Her heart turned over with fear of the time that was
coming. She grieved for the unborn child, for her first-born, for her husband, for their life together; and with the
grief was anger. Dhananjay too lay awake looking at her, at her belly, at the child and at the darkened room,
sleepless through shame and misery and regret.
Even though the sun was quite high Kundâ still had not made a move. She did not feel like doing anything.
The kitchen was in as complete mess and she had to get at least some sort of meal for Dhananjay by ten. When
she lit the stove and went for a perfunctory bath she felt quite faint.
When Dhananjay came in she was busy putting the baby down, having washed and fed him. He could have
wept to see the twenty-year-old inexperienced mother leaning over the cot and trying to sing a rather
unconvincing lullaby. But still he was cheerful. He had a bold plan to sweep away all their troubles. After a
sleepless night and a morning spent wandering round the town and consulting various friends he had made a
fully-formed scheme.
He pulled off his coat eagerly.
“Baby asleep?” he asked.
“Have your bath. It’s nearly ten o’clock,” she said without looking at him and went into the kitchen.
Dhananjay followed in behind her with undiminished eagerness, confident that the bitterness in her speech and
actions would soon be gone.
“What d’you think, Kundâ?”
“What is there to think?”
“Listen! There’s no point in getting scared and just accepting it all. I’ve been thinking. Look, I’ve brought
some medicine that will do the truck. Just try this and …” He turned round to take the bottle from his coat pocket.
For a moment there was a spark of hope in Kundâ’s eyes. Could this be the way out? But immediately she
caught hold of her husband’s sleeve and said,
“What have you been wasting money on medicine for?”
“Why?”
“My cousin took dozens of medicines and none of them were any good. And anyway I’m not taking anything
like that. I’ve made up my mind now. Only … if you’d like to promise me something …”
He stared at her. He could not understand why she would not take this way of escape.
“ … promise me that it won’t happen again. Two is enough. I’m not going to save one by killing the other, but
no more … no more after this, please.”
For a long time Dhananjay tried to think what he was going to do with the bottle. He bathed and gobbled down
his meal without pleasure. He was going to work, because otherwise Kundâ would be angry, and Kundâ was
wandering about purposelessly because it would look bad if she lay down on the bed before he had gone. The
household lurched into hesitant motion again like an overcrowded train.
And the baby in the cot played with its toes and chuckled to itself.
31.19 The Murderer\fn{by Shivkumar Rai (1919-1995)} Rinak, East District, Sikkim State, India (M) 4
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The long summer downpour came to an end, and the setting sun glinted through dwindling evening clouds.
The shadows of banyan and pipal trees grew long above the spring, reaching out and touching a grinding stone
that leaned against the courtyard wall. It was busy at the spring: the farmers had planted the last crop of the year,
and now they were washing the mud from their arms and legs and cleaning their tools. Soon they all went home.
But Ujirman, who had gone to water the cardamom field, still did not return.
During the Second World War, Ujirman had fought the Japanese in Burma and at Kohima.\fn{ It was at Kohima, in
what is now Nagaland, that the Japanese push to occupy India was finally halted (1944), even though they had managed to occupy the city
from March to June of that year .} His left hand lacked its little finger: he claimed that the Japanese had cut it off in

hand-to-hand combat. Whenever someone asked him how he had lost it, he became very animated.
“It got cut off, what!” he would exclaim. “It was when we were facing the Japanese in the assault on Burma.
But I chopped the radishes off three of them, what! Their weapons were as much use as monkeys’ tails. Our
knives may not have been sharp, but they were light and quick. We were advancing when they attacked with
machine-gun fire, so we halted and quickly took cover. I had jumped into a ditch, and I was firing away when
three of them came up on me from behind. And that was that: I killed the lot of them. I didn’t notice my finger
was gone until I got back to camp. What! I had to spend a month in the hospital!”\fn{ The exclamation “What!!” is an
affectation, copied from a linguistic habit of the higher echelon of the British officer class, many of whom used to—perhaps still do—drop
it in casual conversation as an affirmative to the previous statement, encouraging the listener to agree with them. I think this is the only
literary effort in this collection in which it is made use of:H }

Ujirman was a short stocky man in his late thirties, with bulging calves and knotted biceps. He still seemed
quick and agile. Everyone knew he never missed his mark when he went out hunting. Young boys often ran along
behind him, shouting,
“If you want meat, just follow brother Ujirman!”
Most of the village called him “brother,” and sometimes, when the village council developed a craving for
meat, they would give him a gun and a couple’ of cartridges and tell him, “Off you go then, brother. Have a look
down at Dusseni forest, and see what you can find.”
Once he had entered the forest, Ujirman never came back empty-handed. He would always return with at least
a few pigeons, or some other kind of bird, if not with a deer or a jungle fowl.
No one knew who his first wife had been, and there were no children from that marriage, either. Now that the
last ripples of his youth were beginning to lap against the shore, Ujirman felt the need of a young woman. Perhaps
he feared that there would be nobody to light his pyre or perform the last rites for him when he died, or perhaps he
simply wanted someone to keep him company in his old age. Maybe it was just because Putali was pretty that he
was attracted to her. Only he knew his motives. But whatever the reason might be, he felt he had to take a young
woman for his wife, and so he did. His domestic affairs were no business of the outside world.
Truly, if any man caught a glimpse of Putali he always had to look again. Sixteen or seventeen, and in the first
flush of maturity, she was tall, lovely, and straightforward in manner, with a complexion as fair as wheat, and she
always wore the hint of a smile. The village lads called her “sister-in-law,” perhaps because this established a
relationship between them that made them all feel at ease. There were plenty of youths who would tease and joke,
but she answered them cheekily, too.
Ujirman knew all about this, but he was a big-hearted soldier, and it caused him no concern. He saw no harm
in simple fun.
*
One evening, when it had grown quite dark, Ujirman burst into the local police post with a gun in his hands.
Sergeant Bir Bahadur was the officer in charge, with four men under his command. He sat writing in the dim
lamplight with his spectacles halfway down his nose. The broken lampshade had been patched with scraps of
paper, and the oil it burned gave off a grimy smoke, and so it only lit a small area around the table. For a moment,
the sergeant was startled when he saw Ujirman sweating and panting before him. He pushed the lamp higher to
see him properly.
“What are you doing here at this time of night?” he asked.
Ujirman hesitated.
“Sergeant, what!” he said at last. “I did something awful today. I killed Officer Bhalu by mistake.”
The sergeant stared at him, perplexed.
“What? Are you saying you’ve killed a bhalu,\fn{A note reads: A bhalu is a bear.} or do you mean policeman
number 88?”
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“I thought I was firing at a bhalu, but it was Officer Bhalu. Just look outside, won’t you? I’m here to report
what happened.”
Ujirman’s shoulder was covered with blood, and Officer Bhalu lay dead outside.
The sergeant’s heart pounded so fiercely, he could hardly move his pen. From time to time, he tore the paper or
spilled drops of ink. At last he managed to steady his hand and complete his report. . . .
Yesterday, Ujirman had gone to irrigate the cardamom field with Sundante and Harke’s father, and they’d seen
a bear near the Mangar cliff. Today, he went up there alone because everyone else was down in the valleys
planting the fields. Before he set out that morning, he had borrowed a gun from the council, partly for his own
protection and partly because he hoped to meet with some game on the way home. Dusk fell very suddenly in the
forest below the cliff, and soon it became impossible for him to pick things out in the darkness. Then he heard the
sound of cracking branches and stones slithering down the hillside just below the path. So he stopped and stood
dead still, looking toward where the sounds were coming from, but he saw nothing in the darkness.
“Who’s there?” he cried, and the noises stopped for a moment. But then he heard them again and saw
something black slip behind a leafy fig tree. Suddenly he remembered the bear he had seen the day before, and
now he clearly saw a bear hiding there, eating seeds from the tree. As he watched, it got up and began to lollop
toward him. He hurriedly took aim and fired:
Bang!
The bear gave a yelp and fell flat on its back. His heart missed a beat, and he walked over to look at it, but near
the fig tree he found the body of Officer Bhalu, covered in blood. On his way back from a patrol, he had probably
squatted down there to defecate.
So Ujirman had picked up the body and presented himself at the police post. When he had finished his account
of these events, he was close to tears.
“Please save me, sergeant,” he said. “I made a mistake, what! If anything should happen to me, my Putali will
be so sad!”
Sergeant Bir Bahadur was in the government’s favor. He felt very sorry for Ujirman, but he couldn’t shirk his
responsibilities. That night he locked Ujirman in the guardroom and next morning had him transferred to the
police station in the town. The news went round like a forest fire, and people said all sorts of things.
“The poor man’s ruined, and all for nothing. That’s what happens once your luck is out.”
“No, no, it’s always the same when a man has a pretty wife. Everyone looks at her. On days when Ujirman
wasn’t at home, Officer Bhalu was always calling by. Do you think he was just bringing her sugarcane?”
The old council headman knew Ujirman well.
“I saw him only yesterday evening. ‘There!’ he said to me, ‘That Bhalu has gone too far today!’ The poor man
was deluded. Once the stars are against you, there’s nothing you can do.”
The police went about their investigation quickly. Ujirman stood in court as a man accused of murder, and
there were witnesses and evidence, too, of things that did or did not happen. On the opening day of the trial, he
felt heartened to see people from his village in the courtroom. Little did he know that they were there as witnesses
for the prosecution and had come to do him down. The village council had tried hard to get him released on bail,
but their efforts met with no success. They had employed an advocate to plead his case for him.
“When the judge asks you whether or not you’re guilty, say ‘not guilty’ and leave everything else to me,” the
advocate had instructed him. And that was how it happened.
“Are you guilty or not guilty?” asked the judge.
“Not guilty, my lord, what!”
The police presented their case and added plenty of spice to it. The officer laid the file before the judge and
said,
“My lord, marrying a pretty girl was disastrous for Ujirman. Lots of the village lads came and went regularly
at his house, and it was only natural for him to worry about the rumors that were going around concerning his
wife. They caused constant squabbles between Ujirman and Putali. While Ujirman was down in the fields, Officer
Bhalu would visit his house and chat to Putall for hours. So it was only natural that Ujirman became suspicious.
And it is clear from the evidence before me that Putall welcomed Bhalu’s advances. Last year, on Maghe
Sankranti Day, many of the villagers saw Putall and Bhalu together at the fair.\fn{ A note reads: Maghe Sankranti is an
important festival on the first of Magh (January-February). A feature of this festival is that fairs are held throughout the region. These are
often occasions for courtship between young men and women.} Ujirman was away at the time.”

The policeman opened a parcel.
“My lord, this is a sweater that Putall knitted for Officer Bhalu. She knitted socks and scarves for him, too.
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Ujirman must have known that they were planning to run away together the following Wednesday. Officer Bhalu
had been granted one month’s leave, and they intended to elope to the hills. It was because Ujirman had found out
about this that he devised a plan to kill Officer Bhalu. Once, as he was setting off on a hunting trip, he made a
strange remark to Maite’s father. ‘The police are very devious,’ he said, but when he was asked what he meant by
this he did not answer. Surely he must have been thinking about the affair that was going on between his wife and
Officer Bhalu. He and Putall quarreled on the morning before the murder. Ujirman said, ‘No, no, you can’t change
my mind. You can’t stop me. Today it’s either Officer Bhalu or me. I shan’t rest till I’ve killed him.’ And two of
the villagers saw him going down the hill with a gun. So this is proof of the fact that Ujlrman was full of anger
and jealousy. He knew that Bhalu would come along that path on his way back from Daudaha, so he caught Bhalu
on his own there and put an end to him.”
Ujirman sat and listened in astonishment, burning with rage as he heard his wife slandered. He loved his
Putall, and he trusted her, too.
“My wife is young,” he thought to himself. “She likes to have fun. But she would never behave like that. If she
had disgraced herself as he says she did, I’d have strangled her myself.”
One after another, the witnesses gave their accounts. Shikarl Damai and Muse’s father stood up in court and
said:
“It’s true; we did see them together on Maghe Sankranti Day, my lord.” Maite’s father talked about the day
when he saw Ujirman going out Qunting:
“It’s true, my lord; Ujirman did say that the police were devious and not to be trusted, He’d quarreled with
Putall that morning as well.”
Next came Kancha Bijuva.
“My lord, I’d spent the night at Lalman’s house in the Magar village,\fn{ A note reads: The Magar are an ethnic group
from west-central Nepal who speak a Tibeto-Burman language .} and that morning I was on my way home with Maite. As we
passed Ujirman’s house I heard them arguing inside. ‘Why don’t you leave it alone, what’s the point of killing?’
Putall was saying. Ujlrman was shouting angrily, ‘Let me be, you whore! I will not rest till I’ve killed that bhalu.
Today it’s either him or me!’ I don’t know, my lord; at the time we thought he was talking about a bear. Little did
we know that it was Officer Bhalu he was jealous of!”
The judge became rather stern.
“Just tell the court what happened. It’s not for you to add your own interpretations.”
“That’s all I know, my lord,’ said Kancha, startled. ‘But I did see him going out with a gun.”
Ujirman stood there deep in his thoughts; inside, he was furious. Suddenly he heard someone call Putall’s
name, and he looked up as she was led into the courtroom. She looked all around, but when her eyes met
Ujirman’s she turned away and hung her head. He wondered why she had lowered her gaze, but then he thought,
‘Well, she’s never been in a court before; she must be nervous in front of all these people. Now my Putall will
defend her husband’s honor and give sharp replies to all their questions.”
A man and his wife stood on either side of the judge. One was there as a criminal, the other to prove that he
was a killer. One was there as the accused, the other as a witness to confirm the accusation. The questioning
began. A police officer showed her a blue sweater and asked:
“Did you knit this?”
“Yes.”
“When it was finished, to whom did you give it?”
“Officer Bhalu.”
“Why did you give it to him?”
“Last year, did you go to the Maghe Sankranti fair with Officer Bhalu?”
“Yes I did. So what?”
“What was your relationship with Officer Bhalu? Had your husband discovered that you were planning to run
away to the hills with Officer Bhalu?” Ujirman’s lawyer interrupted.
“My lord, I object. The question is not relevant. It has nothing to do with the incident.”
“My lord, it is of course wholly relevant. It is necessary for us to know what effect the elopement plan had
upon Ujirman.”
“Objection overruled,” said the judge. “Proceed.”
The policeman repeated his question.
“Had your husband discovered that you were planning to run away to the hills with Officer Bhalu?”
“He had not.”
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“Did you tell Officer Bhalu not to come that evening because your husband had found out and was going to
kill him?”
“In the end, he came every day, didn’t he!”
“Just give me a simple answer. Did you or didn’t you?”
“I did.”
“The morning before Officer Bhalu was killed, did you and Ujirman quarrel, and did Ujirman say, ‘Leave it,
don’t try to change my mind. Today it’s either Officer Bhalu or me?’”
“Yes, we did have a row. But it was the bear he said he would kill.”
The policeman turned to the judge.
“My lord, if a man is setting out to kill a bear, he never goes into the forest alone. She’s trying to save her
husband. She has already admitted that she told Officer Bhalu not to go out that evening because her husband was
going to kill him. We know already that Ujirman was furiously jealous of Bhalu. Without telling anybody, he went
down into the forest on his own simply in order to kill him. When Ujirman fired the gun, he knew exactly what he
was doing.”
Ujirman was holding his breath. He felt the ground crumbling beneath his feet, and he was lost for words. He
stared dumbly at his feet. The judge turned to him.
“Have you anything to say?”
Ujirman’s eyes blazed like a lion's, and he clenched his fists. All at once he stood up and bellowed,
“I am guilty, my lord. I did put an end to that adulterer. I did fire the gun simply to kill that wretch. What! I am
prepared to go to prison.”
For a moment, the whole court was stunned. His lawyer turned to the judge and said,
“My lord, I request a few days’ adjournment. Because of what his wife has been through, the prisoner is not in
his right mind.”
But Ujirman interrupted,
“I have not gone mad, my lord. I certainly did kill him, what, and I’ve no regrets! Ha ha ha.” He began to
laugh out loud.
The judge was banging the desk with his gavel, but Ujirman went on laughing. He laughed and laughed until
the whole court shook with his laughter.
69.47 Compassion\fn{by Syed Abdul Malik (1919-2000)} Naharani Village, Golaghat District, Assam State, India (M)
3
Perhaps because of living in the same locality for a long time and being almost equal in age, I had developed a
lasting friendship with Vivekananda. Of course, we had differences too. For example, he loved to talk and when
he found someone to listen to him, he talked incessantly, even forgetting his meals. But I talk less, much less. That
apart, I have had very little opportunity to spend time in story-telling like Vivekananda. My interests are confined
to my children at home.
Captain Vivekananda’s house was unusually quiet. He had two children and the boy was away in the Air force.
At home there were only Captain Vivekanda and his daughter Savita. She too remained busy with her books and
magazines, and played on violin occasionally.
I have eight children. A small nephew was also staying with me then. Moreover, the chowkidar of my hospital
and his wife were staying near my quarters. As a result, though I prefer silence, my house was always noisy.
The compound of my veterinary hospital was quite big, but the cases were few. It was natural for a veterinary
dispensary located in the town. I had, therefore, to examine and prescribe medicines for only three or four cattle a
day. I had enough leisure. Treatment of animals is one-sided; the doctor’s decision is final. Animals cannot object
to my line of treatment. Moreover the cattle generally suffer from common diseases. Unlike human beings, they
do not suffer from unknown and complicated ailments. Even when I was not present, my field assistant could
diagnose their diseases and prescribe medicines. To my mind, the work of a veterinary doctor is not too bad,
though unlike the doctors for human beings, we earn practically nothing from private practice. I find my work
very satisfying, anyway.
Captain Vivekananda’s house was just across my dispensary. He was six or seven years older to me, about
sixty. Savita was twenty-two.
*
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Vivekananda had seen action in both the world wars. Later, he had worked as an instructor in a training
institution. Now he had settled down here with his pension.
He was not a soldier today, but his bearing was that of a soldier in active service. He got up at five in the
morning, shaved, took his bath, took a cup of tea and came out just at the stroke of six for his morning walk with
his daughter. This was his daily routine, unless it rained heavily. Captain Viveka was six feet tall, well-built, and
handsome. From his appearance he looked at least twenty years younger. Walking beside Savita, he looked like
her elder brother. With gold-rimmed glasses, a costly watch on his left wrist and well-pressed clothes, Captain
Viveka always looked fresh. The only difference was his hat. He sported, generally, a khaki hat, but when the
weather was pleasant, he came out bare-headed. With a slightly balding head, he presented the image of a
peaceful, quiet and contented life.
My own life seemed to be rather out of tune with the placid life of Captain Viveka. Though I got up early in the
morning, I seldom went out for a morning walk. Till about eight, I had to look after my children. Their mother
could not manage everything by herself. Then I had to open the dispensary at eight. In the afternoon, when
Captain went out with his daughter to a movie, I had to go to the market to buy my daily necessaries.
When he had no programme of going to see a movie, Captain Viveka remained at home listening quietly to the
violin played by Savita. My eldest daughter was of the same age as Savita. .So when he visited us, he used to ask
Savita to go to my daughter’s room and start talking to me.
Captain Viveka had spent one-third of his life away from his home. His was a soldier’s life. On top of it, he
was in the regular infantry, and always in the front line. His companions were rifle, boot, trench and tent. He had
spent twenty years with these objects.
The Captain was widely-traveled, and had met a large variety of people. Plenty of experiences, acquaintances.
So if Captain Viveka wished to narrate his rich experiences, nobody should grudge him the time.
*
Immaculate in dress, Captain Viveka was sober and systematic in his conversation too. He betrayed no
emotion even while describing tense and dangerous situations of a battle. He did not attempt any exaggeration.
That is why I loved to hear him narrate his experiences. To me he was a historian. The story of man’s life and
death was writ large on his eyes and he told it with ease like the epic chorus singers. Whenever he came to me, he
spoke about his experiences in the front. One day he said:
“I cannot tell you precisely how many persons got killed in my firings. But I distinctly remember how many I
had killed either by bullet or by bayonet in direct encounter.”
“Well, tell me—how many enemy soldiers died at your hands ?”
“Two hundred and fifty-one. Yes, exactly two hundred and fifty-one soldiers died at my hands. I have noted the
date, time and the place of all these encounters in my diary.”
“After all it is a man. When you have to kill a man, don’t you feel sorry?”
“As a soldier, I don’t feel any remorse. Rather I enjoy it. Again do not forget, I have no other way but to kill. If
I do not, he would shoot me. So an intelligent soldier would not waste a second on seeing an enemy soldier.
Whoever shoots first is saved.”
“Wouldn’t you feel sorry even when a man is hit by your bullet and rolls down before your eyes?”
“Who waits to see him roll down? No time. We have to march ahead. I remember, we were near Germany one
day. Suddenly the enemy surrounded us. No way to escape. We started raining bullets. They were German patrol
parties, a few in number. All of them were felled by our bullets. The last soldier was a young man of about
eighteen. The bullet hurt him in his abdomen and he lay prostrate on the ground. 1 approached him. He was still
alive. Seeing me near, he most earnestly said,
“‘Sir, do not kill me; I may live.’”
“Yes, then what did you do?”
“I thrust the bayonet into his chest. He struggled a little and died. I still remember his eyes.”
*
Captain Viveka had his own idiosyncrasies. He did not like dogs. He could not tolerate the tune of a
harmonium. He lost his temper at the sight of a red cloth. But he liked rains. Continuous rains for days together
however made him uncomfortable.
Sometimes he called out all my children and took them to his house. He used to command them to the
backyard and ask them to fall in. They suppressed their laughter, for the Captain looked so grave and serious
about the proceedings.
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Sometimes he would call me out. He would show some photographs to illustrate his rich experiences.
Sometimes, again, he would read out his diary to me. Romantic, awesome descriptions of action in the battlefield
did not fail to excite and frighten us all.
One day he read out to me:
Very grueling hot day today. We could hardly advance. A steep hill in front of us. Suddenly a shell burst just ahead
of us. Splinters zoomed past my face. I was startled, but not afraid. I looked straight here and there. In the caves of the
hill were a bunch of armed guerrillas. We were twelve. Three died on the spot. Rest of us were captured and taken
away. Midnight. We were taken to an old fort There was a family within the fort. Myself and Hari Singh were locked up
in a small room. The enemy’s normal place of detention was at a distance.
Towards early dawn, a young girl passed by our room. I hailed her. She looked back. I said, “I am terribly thirsty,
can you give me some water?” She tarried a little and went back. She then fetched a pail of water. She tried to pass the
pail through the railings. I requested her to open the door slightly, so that I could get it. The door was bolted from
outside. She thought a little and then opened the door. I came out. Took the water from her and drank to my heart’s
content.

Captain Vivekanada lighted a cigarette and continued.
Then I returned the vessel to the girl. She stretched her hand to take it. I then suddenly held her throat and pressed it
hard, press—press—press. She could not speak a word. Trembled a lot, a jerk, and she was dead. I ran for safety. I do
not know what a Hari Singh did.

The Captain was unruffled while reading. But my hair rose in fear and dismay.
“You even killed the girl who gave you water in good faith? Why?
“If I did not, I would not have been able to sit with you today to read out my diary. The only duty of a prisonerof-war is to escape.”
*
Thus the days passed, smoothly enough. The Captain lived with his glorious past; I with my many problems of
the living present did develop a liking for Captain Vivekanada. One day I asked:
“Captain, you have seen many lands, and also seen many deaths. But tell me—what kind of death would you
consider most frightful?”
He replied with the usual level tone of unconceren.
“All the deaths I saw are more or less the same. Death is nothing but a normal biological affair like birth.
Nothing spectacular or wonderful about it. Nonetheless, to me a slow death at home is the most frightful.”
I was surprised at his remarks. All people expect to die in peace surrounded by relatives and friends. The
Captain repeated:
“That kind of death is indeed the most frightful.” I thought I had nothing to add. Still I asked,
“But why?” Captain Vivekanada became more grave and said:
“If a large number of children surrounded him at the time of one’s death, his natural weakness might show up
and he would feel extremely miserable in having to die. But if one dies without any preparation, at any other
place, he has no cause for being sad at the time of his death. You simply die. Nothing more.”
Once when the Captain was away in Bombay for a change along with his daughter, the bitch at the house of
our chowkidar delivered a couple of pups. Beautiful healthy pups. They were playing around in my verandah
when Captrain Viveka, back from Bombay, happened to cast a glance at them. He seemed to get engrossed in
thought for a while. Then he walked straight to the chowkidar’s house and bought the pups for a rupee. He carried
them home. The chowkidar said he would himself carry the pups to Captain’s house, but he declined the offer and
lifted them himself. All of us were, no doubt, surprised at the Captain’s unusual behavior.
After that for about ten days, Captain Viveka did nothing at home but look after the puppies. He personally
bathed, fed, took them out, put them to sleep and woke them up in the morning.
One day Savita came to our house and said:
“Father these days is busy only with the pups. He has no time even to talk to me.”
We just laughed. Old people do behave sometimes like children.
*
It was the middle of January. The weather was chilly. We had finished our dinner at about nine and had gone to
bed. I was, however, not yet asleep. Suddenly at about eleven at night I heard Captain Viveka’s voice from

708

outside:
“Doctor! Doctor!”
I got up in a moment, opened the door of the sitting room and asked:
“Come in, Captain Saheb. But why at this hour?”
The captain was deathly pale. In a choked voice, he said:
“Please doctor, do dress up and come with me.”
“But why?” What’s the matter?”
“Please doctor, please hurry up.”
I got scared What urgency could there be? May be Savita had some ailment. But I am a doctor of animals, not
of men. Then why has the Captain called me out at this unearthly hour!
I put on my overcoat and followed the Captain to his backyard. He opened a small room adjacent to his
bedroom and switched on the light. On a clean mattress I saw the two puppies. At the glare of the bulb, the
puppies lifted their heads and opened their eyes. One of them sat up, but the other continued to lie down. The
Captain sat down on the mattress and pointing out to the one lying still, said:
“It is suffering from something. It has eaten nothing since morning. Please, doctor, examine him and see what
is wrong.”
I was taken aback. The Captain, of all persons, had come to me at the dead of night just for a puppy! I
examined the pup, and said:
“Yes, Captain, it is sick, it has temperature. May be it was exposed to cold.”
“But I had covered it with a warm blanket.”
“You see, the pup is very young. It needs mother’s warmth at this age.”
“Please doctor, what can you do for it now?”
“Well, I would give it a dose of medicine. You may also give it a little fomentation.”
“All right, please give the medicine. I shall do the rest myself.”
Coming back home I sent him a dose of medicine and went to bed. Next morning, while getting ready to go to
the dispensary I remembered about the Captain’s puppy. So I went to his house to see what had happened during
the night.
The puppy had died in the early hours of the morning. The condition of Captain Viveka had to be seen to be
believed.. He had lit a wooden fire and nursed the pup throughout the night. He had not had a wink of sleep and
was evidently suffering from cold caused by dew. Savita had prepared the breakfast and had been calling her
father to the table. But the Captain paid no heed to her calls. He was sitting by the dead puppy, weeping,
unmindful of the tears rolling down his cheeks. I tried to console him and said:
“Captain Saheb, do not lament the dead. It was a small puppy after all, and could not stand the bitter cold.
Many pups die like this.” Captain Viveka slowly rose and said:
“Doctor, I have seen many die in front of my eyes. Many human beings. But I had no time to see what death
really is. Ah, what a horrible, pathetic sight! The puppy looked at me, so piteously, till its last breath! The hope
and love sought by those eyes was so tragic, indeed. You do not realize what death is till someone you love
departs. I loved the puppy, doctor, I loved the puppy.”
I could not find words to speak, and returned home. I asked my staff in the dispensary to remove the dead
puppy from the Captain’s house. Captain Viveka followed the dead body to the place of burial. After burying him
the Captain came into my sitting room and deposited himself on a chair. He kept silent for a while and then
opened up:
“Doctor, the eyes of the puppy were tragic at the time of its death. Very tragic. The puppy’s eyes and those of
the German youth I had bayoneted to death seem exactly the same to me today.”
A few days later, Savita told me that her father ate nothing for three days. He only wept and wept.
Today looking back through decades, I still fail to comprehend why Captain Viveka had such mental suffering
over the death of a mere pup.
Captain Vivekananda who had personally killed as many as two hundred and fifty-one men in his life!
267.42 Excerpt from Princess: The Autobiography Of The Dowager Maharani Of Gwalior\fn{by Vijayaraje
Scindia (1919-2001)} Sagar, Sagar District, Madhya Pradesh, India (F) 17

709

† Vijaya Raje Scindia, Maharani of Gwalior (1941-1961) †
1
I was born in a place called Sagar, a small district town in the folds of the Vindhya mountains of Madhya
Pradesh in India. Madhya Pradesh means “the Central State”. In the days of the British this part of India was
known as “the Central Provinces”. My home town might justifiably claim to be the very navel of India.
And yet, the world I grew up in was not of India; it was more like a segment of Nepal transplanted to the
heartland of the Indian subcontinent: a couple of hundred acres of sparsely forested hillside over-ooking the lake
of Sagar, where the British had permitted my maternal grandfather to put down his roots.
Khadga Samsher Jung Bahadur Rana was marked by destiny to play a major role in the history of his country,
Nepal. As it was, he turned out to be one of its more awkward rejects, being only in his mid-thirties when he was
forced to flee Nepal and to seek asylum in what was then the Raj. The British, ever indulgent to a scion of the
Ranas of Nepal in distress, readily obliged. All they asked for was that he should not live in any of their provinces
that bordered Nepal and that he should refrain from consorting with the dozen or so other Ranas who were also
political refugees in India.
My grandfather eventually chose Sagar because the hills and the jungles reminded him of his native land. Here
he built a huge mansion and created around himself a make-believe Nepal. Behind the house the two horseshoes
of servants’ quarters were crammed with retainers brought from Nepal. The language of the household was
Gurkhali, the language of Nepal. Although the gods in the family shrine were the same gods that the Indians
worshipped, the forms of our prayers, our rituals and our festivals were those of Nepal. Even as he was building
the house, the people of Sagar had taken to calling it “the Nepal Palace”, and that was the name that stuck.
*
My only memory of my grandfather is of when he was about to be taken to Benaras to die. As I was later to
learn, he was the sort of man who, rather than letting events overtake him, strove to shape them to fit into his
plans; if he found that he could not alter their course he preferred to meet them halfway and on ground of his own
choosing. Now he had decided to meet death halfway, and in Benaras, which, after all, was the proper place for
Hindus to die with their feet immersed in the sacred waters of the River Ganges and the prayers of the priests
ringing in their ears:
Wasansi jeernani yatha vihaya … “Even as we cast off old clothes, so does the immortal soul abandon a worn
out body …”
It is strange that I should remember the event at all, for I could not have been much more than two years old.
But the magnitude of the crisis that had gripped our household must have made an impression on my
consciousness. I remember that, as I stood in the doorway of his bedroom, my hands were fumbling with the
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wooden catch which kept the door open. He had been transferred from his bed into one of those reclining canebottomed chairs with extendable arms, which were designed to prop your feet up and were as much a feature of
the Raj as solar topis or punkhas. He was bundled up in a soft quilted cover, for it was one of those crisply cold
mornings of the Central Indian winter.
As I watched, fascinated but detached, four servants filed in, lifted the chair and carried it deftly away. One
was my own man-servant whom my grandmother had allotted to me in addition to my three personal maids.
I turned away from the vast, empty room, with its faint smell of hookah tobacco and cough drops, and
scampered onto the balcony which overlooked the front porch. One of the servants held me up so that I could see
what was going on.
Below me, drawn up near the front steps, was what must have been one of the very first motor cars in Sagar.
Around the canvas-topped maroon tourer, with its bulb horn and gleaming brass lamps, stood my uncles, their
wives and children, relations by marriage, dependants and servants.
For a long time, or so it seemed, nothing happened. They must, of course, have been waiting for the precise
moment worked out by the family priests as being the most propitious for such a departure. When that moment
came, my grandfather was lifted tenderly out of his chair and placed on the rear seat of the car beside my
grandmother. As the car began to move, those who were gathered round it bowed, their hands folded in a last
farewell to a man who, for so many years, had formed the very centre of their world. They were still bent, as
though trying to hide their tears from my grandmother’s notice, when the car gathered speed and disappeared
among the trees beyond the tennis court.
*
This picture of my grandfather as an inert bundle being taken away to be transformed into a corpse could
hardly be less fair to his memory. Khadga Samsher was above all a Rana of Nepal. He reveled in the dominance
of his sex; he was a soldier and a hunter, a strutting egocentric who, reputedly, felt more at home in the saddle
than the chair, attired in the gaudy uniform of an officer of the Nepalese army.
He could not have been quite thirty years old when he had contrived to make himself the army’s Commanderin-Chief. The coup had been both swift and bloody. My grandfather was known to have committed at least one
murder: he killed his uncle, Rana Ranadip, the ruling Maharaja of Nepal. Two other members of the Rana family,
Jagat Jung and his son Judha Pratap, were also killed that night, but whether by my grandfather or by his brother
(and fellow conspirator), Bir Samsher, was never conclusively established.
My grandmother, fiercely loyal to her husband, could never bring herself to think of these events as even
remotely reprehensible.
“A confrontation between two rival factions,” was how she put it. “A brave man seeking out and killing those
enemies who were plotting to do away with him. By the grace of God, your grandfather came out the winner in
that struggle. The entire army was on his side, the army and the people of Nepal too. Otherwise the plot would
never have succeeded, would it? His was the right cause.”
Right or wrong, what my grandfather did on that night nearly a hundred years ago provides a glimpse of the
snake-pit of intrigue and venom that the court of Nepal had become in the last quarter of the nineteenth century.
*
In those days the King of Nepal was, if anything, even more of a figurehead than the “constitutional” monarch
of today. The real power was wielded by the Maharaja of Nepal, who was also the Prime Minister. It was he who
was the absolute ruler of the country and who, by an unalterable decree called a sanad, had been invested with the
power to “appoint and dismiss all government servants, declare war, make peace and sign treaties with foreign
powers, make new laws and repeal old ones”.
The supreme office of the Maharaja had been made hereditary, the exclusive preserve of one family, the Ranas.
Unusually, the succession did not pass to the eldest son, but “to the oldest surviving male member of the
generation … priority of birth being the principal consideration between brother and cousin”.
This preposterous system of succession had been devised by Maharaja Jung Bahadur, a man who is generally
regarded as a sort of colossus of the Rana clan and indeed of Nepal itself. In 1841 he seized power by a military
coup and then ruled his land with a whip hand for the next thirty-six years. He managed to divest the king of all
power and banished him to a limbo or, as he chose to describe it, “a pinnacle of power from which he should
never descend to demean himself with the humdrum affairs of administration”.
Jung Bahadur fathered more than a dozen sons, of whom at least ten were alive at the time of his death in
1877. Before he had himself transported to the banks of the Bagmati River in preparation for its advent, however,
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he passed on the reins of office to his youngest brother, Ranadip. Ranadip’s successor, of course, would be
whoever happened to be the most senior in the next generation of the clan.
But the next generation was not prepared to sit back and await its turn. There were at least a score of Rana
siblings who believed that they had a fair chance of becoming the Maharaja of Nepal. The most impatient among
them was Jung Bahadur’s eldest son, Jagat Jung.
A headstrong and crafty man who held the rank of Major-General, he had always taken it for granted that he
would succeed his father, and he had strong allies among the senior courtiers. His two principal rivals were the
sons of Jung Bahadur’s brother, Dhir Samsher, Bir Samsher and his younger brother Khadga Samsher, my
maternal grandfather.
Jagat Jung was the first to act. He hatched a plot to exterminate Rana Ranadip. But the plot was discovered and
Jagat Jung was banished to India. Twenty-one co-conspirators were ceremonially beheaded.
Several years later, however, in 1884, a curt announcement from the Thapatali Palace declared that Ranadip
had granted a full pardon to his cousin. JagatJung returned to Katmandu, and soon afterwards he was reinstated in
the role of succession. While, to most outsiders, this appeared to be no more than an act of misplaced
magnanimity, the courtiers of Nepal were quick to read the signs. Jagat Jung, in another bid to make himself
master of Nepal, had somehow managed to enlist the Maharaja himself on his side. It was apparent that a new
alignment of forces had taken place, and its targets were the two young men whose names were also high up in
the list of succession, Bir Samsher and Khadga Samsher. In his book, Nepal the Home of the Gods, Sardar Ikhal
Au Shah described the situation almost in the very words that my grandmother used in describing it to me:
Gradually (Jagat Jung) assumed a position which spelt ill for Bir Samsher and his brother … the enmity between the
two branches of the family was such that their very lives were endangered. The time came when they had seriously to
consider a situation which had already passed beyond the intolerable, and they had to decide whether they should
quietly await the death which was being prepared for them, or take action.

My grandmother, and others who knew the Samsher brothers well, believed that, left to himself, Bir would
have done nothing:
“He just did not have the gumption. And even if he had, how could he have gained entry into the Maharaja’s
private chambers?” my grandmother would ask.
“How could Grandfather?”
“For him it was easy. He was the English reader to the Court; he opened all English letters and had them
translated. All he had to say was that he had an urgent message to deliver.”
So Bir Samsher was persuaded that unless they acted boldly they would both be put to death.
“All you need to do is to stand beside me,” Khadga is said to have told him, “I’ll do whatever is to be done.”
The twenty-second of December 1885 was a cold but bright day, my grandmother remembered:
“Overnight the mountains had crept closer. Your grandfather had spent the morning at his brother’s house.
Towards evening, he came home and told me that he was about to go on a mission from which he might not
return.” He waited for night to fall before setting out again, putting on his favourite “British Warm” with deep
pockets. He called for his brother and together they went to the Prime Minister’s palace.
According to my grandmother, whose account was, I am sure, more authentic than the history books, her
husband brushed past the guards at the door, saying that he had an important letter from the British Resident
which needed immediate action. The brothers were admitted into the bedchamber where Maharaja Ranadip was
having his legs massaged by a bevy of maidservants. He sat up in bed and asked:
“Ke ho? (What is it?)”.
“Yeh!'” Khadga told him as he pulled out his revolver and fired two shots into him at point blank range.
That night their cousin, Jagat Jung, and his son were also murdered. Which brother was responsible was never
revealed, but in our house in Sagar it was always taken for granted that my grandfather committed all three
murders.
*
The very next day Bir Samsher became the Maharaja of Nepal and promptly appointed my grandfather as the
Commander-in-Chief of Nepal’s army. Both the court and the army hierarchy seemed to accept the new men at
the top without demur. As for my grandfather, he had achieved the goal of his life: to be the chief soldier in a land
that venerated the profession of arms. He loved uniforms, parades and martial music. It was his ambition to
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modernize Nepal’s army along British lines, and he set about doing so with the single-minded zeal of a schoolboy
playing with toy soldiers.
“After all, if he had really wanted to make himself the Maharaja, he could have so easily done so at the time of
the coup or soon after, couldn’t he?” my grandmother would argue. “As the Commander-in-Chief he was the most
powerful man in Nepal and his officers and men used to adore him.”
I myself have never questioned this. Khadga was now number two in the line of succession and the Maharaja,
whom he had, so to speak, frog-marched into that position, was his meek and easy-going brother.
That was just the rub. Bir Samsher was a man without a will of his own; like his predecessors in office, he had
a domineering wife with whom he was hopelessly infatuated. My grandmother, who knew her and did not like
her, thought her bold, crude and cunning.
“In the court she would openly taunt her husband that he was nothing but a puppet ruler; that all Nepal knew
that a leaf could not stir without Khadga Samsher’s orders. Oh, it did not take her long to poison his mind, to
make it appear that his brother was secretly plotting to take over. Was not his absorption in the army itself proof of
such designs?”
Was it? Nepal’s historians also seem to think that it was. On the other hand, my grandfather’s reactions should
absolve him from suspicion of any sinister designs. His was the reaction of a man taken wholly by surprise, not of
a plotter who could not have failed to take the most elementary precautions against discovery and the inevitable
retribution. The schoolboy had been caught playing truant and gamely accepted his chastisement.
A few months after his appointment, out of the blue, he was served with a “Red Flag Order”. A messenger
came from the palace, bearing a letter and a red flag and accompanied by a heavy military escort. The letter had to
be opened in front of the messenger and instantly acted upon. Khadga’s Order told him that he had been removed
from his post of Commander-in-Chief and banished to Palpa, the westernmost province of Nepal. Palpa was at
least two hundred miles from the Katmandu valley, and the only road to it was a mule track.
Without hesitation he gave up his office and repaired to Palpa, where he lived for the next two years, an
exuberant, restless man of action, consigned to a limbo and watched over by teams of informers. Whether the
Maharaja was shamed by the dignity and decorum of his brother’s conduct, or regretted his harshness towards the
man who, after all, had made him the Maharaja of Nepal, two years later he relented. In the autumn of 1887 he
appointed Khadga Governor of the Palpa province.
If this was something of a comedown from being head of Nepal’s army, at least it showed that he was back in
favour. Since the Maharaja himself had served as Governor of Palpa a few years earlier, surely it would not be
long before he was restored to his rightful position as heir apparent?
Meanwhile, there were compensations. As the Governor, he would have a small garrison under his command
and could once again play at soldiers to his heart’s content. He pounced on this force, which could have been
hardly more than a battalion in strength. He drilled them, smartened up their uniforms, assembled a band for them
and put them through maneuvers.
The ever-watchful informers took note and made reports. In Katmandu, a week’s distance away by fast runners
acting in relays, these reports sparked old fears. Khadga was up to his tricks again. All this hectic military activity
could have only one purpose: mutiny.
Such was the official view, and it was almost inevitable that it should be reflected in the history books of the
times, which were sponsored by the reigning maharajas. Within days, over the dizzy mountain tracks fanning out
from the capital, came another dreaded Red Flag Order. My grandfather was banished from Nepal and his name
was removed from the list of succession. A number of others who were said to have been implicated in the plot
were put to death.
If Khadga had really organized a mutiny, surely, with enough troops under his command to overcome the
escort that had accompanied the Red Flag messenger, he could have defied the order? But this time, too, he
obeyed with alacrity and that very day, or the next, headed for India.
Far from turning his back on Nepal, he was convinced that his exile was no more than a phase and that he
would be back again as Maharaja of Nepal after his brother’s death. That he was to be the Maharaja was
something pre-ordained, written by the moving finger of Pashupatinath, Katmandu’s presiding deity. For Rana
Khadga Samsher had in his possession the Gajmani.
*
The Gajmani was not a pearl; it looked like a pearl, with both the sheen and the translucence of nacre but it
was, in fact, an oval-shaped piece of bone the size of a pigeon’s egg. It had been found embedded in the forehead
of Nepal’s legendary eighteenth-century elephant, Gajaraj, who was said to have been twelve feet tall. Today you
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can see his enormous skull in the Royal Museum at Katmandu, with a hole the size of a cricket ball right in the
middle of the forehead where the stone had been hacked out.
This great unnatural pearl the Ranas believed was some sort of a diabolical talisman, which could bring either
good or bad luck, make its possessor rich and powerful or cause his ruin. Khadga Samsher never doubted that it
would bring him anything but good luck; indeed, that it would make him the master of Nepal.
But how he came to acquire the Gajmani is his own secret; if he told it to my grandmother, she for her part
never revealed it. It had been one of Jung Bahadur’s most prized possessions before he had passed it on to his
eldest son, Jagat Jung. Had my grandfather, when he (or his brother) murdered Jagat Jung, taken it from the shrine
where it was kept as an object of daily worship? The fact that he had chosen to take it out with him in his
saddlebag as he fled to India shows how much store he had set by it.
After he left, it took my grandmother months of agonizing entreaties to her brother-in-law to be given
permission to follow her husband into exile. As soon as it was given she lost little time in making tracks for India,
taking with her her children, dependants and servants. Her husband had, in the meantime, bought an estate outside
Dehra Dun in the Himalayan foothills, not more than a day’s march from Nepal’s borders. Thither my
grandmother traveled over the fern-filled goat tracks crawling with leeches, in a mile-long caravan of mules and
palanquins carried by a hundred or so bearers. In the upholstery of these palanquins she somehow managed to
secrete much more of the family’s gold, jewelry and other valuables than her permit entitled her to take out of the
country. Practical above all, she had confined her selection strictly to whatever was most valuable.
For my grandfather Dehra Dun should have been a sort of paradise. The jungles surrounding it were teeming
with game, and here he could indulge his passion for hunting to his heart’s content. What was more, Dehra Dun
also sheltered two other Rana families who had been expelled from Nepal as a consequence of earlier struggles
for power. Here my grandparents could talk about the past, compare notes and exchange gossip in their own
language, even share their dreams.

† Doon Valley, Dehra Dun, 1850s †
But it took them years to settle down. The spell of Nepal held them, and they believed it was their destiny to
return. Any day now, another Red Flag Order would come, this time recalling my grandfather to take his rightful
place in the Rana hierarchy.
It was not until a new century had dawned and, almost coinciding with it, drastic changes occurred in Nepal, that
my grandparents freed themselves from the spell of Nepal. Maharaja Bit Samsher died, and his place was taken
by Khadga’s younger brother Deva Samsher. It was a measure of my grandfather’s acceptance of his lot that he
sent an exuberant message to the new Maharaja, praising him and wishing him well.
Deva Samsher, however, was fated not to rule long. Within a couple of months of his accession, Nepal saw
something of a repeat performance of my grandfather’s coup. Yet another of his numerous younger brothers,
Chandra Samsher, forced Deva to abdicate at the point of a gun, and made himself Maharaja.
Deva, an educated man who spoke English well and was enamored of Western society, chose the hill resort of
Mussoorie, famous for its cosmopolitan gaiety and license. But Mussoorie is barely a dozen miles from Dehra
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Dun, and what was to prevent that arch-intriguer, Khadga Samsher, from enlisting his brother’s help in hatching
yet another of his infernal plots to become the Maharaja of Nepal?
Khadga had to be shifted to somewhere well away from Benaras or Debra Dun, where the Ranas in exile had
tended to congregate. Chandra Samsher therefore sent emissaries to Calcutta to wait upon the Viceroy. Lord
Curzon was at the time hatching his own plot to bring off an invasion of Nepal’s northern neighbour, Tibet. He
was more than anxious to maintain amicable relations with whoever was in power in Nepal, and readily
cooperated.
So, in the winter of 1902, another peremptory message was brought to Khadga Samsher, this time not by a Red
Flag messenger but by a polished civil servant of the Raj, who carried with him a polite but firm request from the
Indian Government to remove himself more towards the centre of the subcontinent. He was assured that the
administrators of the Raj would give him all possible help in choosing his place of residence.
Having been uprooted from Dehra Dun, my grandparents eventually settled down in Sagar, where they lived
happily for the next twenty years. Here they made a new beginning, raised their children and made friends.
Thanks largely to the risks my grandmother had run in bringing the extra trinkets out of Nepal, they were in a
position to lead a low-key princely life. Until that day in November 1921, when another sort of Red Flag Order
arrived; this time from death itself. And, as on the two previous occasions, my grandfather hastened to obey.
*
I shall finish the story of the Gajmani here. After my grandfather had become reconciled to the fact that he
would never see Nepal again, he had the stone set into a brooch in the shape of a peacock with a fanned-out tail,
the stone forming the chest and the tail made by emeralds and diamonds. My grandmother wore it on festive
occasions. On my grandfather’s death, the precious stones were shared out among his sons, the Gajmani itself
being left to the eldest, my uncle Hem Samsher. He died at an early age and his daughter, Khem Kuwar, inherited
it. After her husband’s retirement from the army he became the manager of an apple orchard I had acquired in the
Himalayas. He died while still in his fifties, and I remember Khem coming to me in tears and almost literally
throwing the stone in my lap. She believed the Gajmani had brought her and her father nothing but bad luck.
Being superstitious myself, I did not want to keep a fetish of such unpredictable properties. I therefore offered
it to my husband’s Bombay jeweler, Nanubhai, who—since it had no intrinsic value—bought it for the equivalent
of £150. In 1967, on a visit to Nepal as a guest of King Mahendra, I saw the elephant’s skull in the museum.
Thinking it best that the Gajmani should return to where it originally came from, I bought it back from Nanubhai,
who was glad to sell it to me for exactly the price he had paid for it. I then sent the Gajmani as a present to King
Mahendra. Judging by the eminence he has acquired in Nepal’s affairs, I can only surmise that it has served His
Majesty well.
2
The Ranas were originally Rajputs from India who had invaded Nepal and eventually become its rulers. They
were also orthodox Hindus who, for nearly two centuries, had lived among a people who were, for the most part,
Buddhists. Inevitably, to their own special stock of superstitions, taboos and prejudices, they had added those of
the people of Nepal.
My maternal grandmother was, of course, steeped in this culture. And yet she must have possessed a streak of
rugged independence because, as soon as she became settled in her new environment, she began to shed some of
the more oppressive restraints of the old. For her models she had the wives of the British officials of Sagar—the
same gossipy women whom a young British subaltern named Winston Churchill had dismissed as “nasty vulgar
creatures”. To her they must have seemed exquisitely self-assured and emancipated.
It was my grandfather who ruled the household; indeed, he was regarded as something of a tyrant by his sons
and daughters, my uncles and aunts. And yet he made a valiant effort to fit his family into the new social order in
which he found himself. He encouraged his wife to go riding along the shaded cantonment roads, side-saddle and
dressed, like Sagar’s memsahibs, in green or plum-coloured velvet habits. She also was given piano lessons and
taught to sing English songs. I remember her at her piano in the upstairs reception room, the afternoon sunlight
slanting through the open windows and making the carpets glint. She was thumping out a tune with fierce
concentration and singing in a slightly trembly voice, which may well have been in imitation of some
memsahibs’s:
“Darling, I am growing old, silver threads among the gold.”

715

Of course, she did not have golden hair; it was jet black. But then she had no idea what the words of the song
meant; she knew no English, even though she had taught herself to sign her name in it.
The Ranas scoffed at book learning. Until the last quarter of the nineteenth century, there was not a single
school in the whole of their kingdom. The male offspring, such as my grandfather, were given a rudimentary
education and, on the whole, taught to speak English by family tutors recruited from Bengal. But such education
as there was was a male privilege, and the general attitude towards literacy was one of dis approval mixed with
contempt, as bearing the taint of such non-martial classes of Nepalese society as priests or shop keepers. The very
thought of educating a Rana girl would have sent shockwaves through the clan councils. Who would ever marry
such an oddity when, as it was, they were finding it necessary to send scouts ever deeper into India to look for
bridegrooms of the requisite lineage and to agree to extortionate dowries!
That my mother should have received any education at all in the teeth of such prejudice must be ascribed to the
influence of the memsahibs of Sagar upon my grandmother. To her they represented both glamour and
emancipation. She was resolved not to let her daughter grow up with the handicaps she herself had suffered. My
grandfather, for all his reputation for sternness, must have given in with good grace, only stipulating that their
daughter should not be sent to the local school, for that too would have been an outrage against his idea of
decorum.
So my grandmother employed a set of private tutors at home. My mother became the very first Nepalese girl to
pass the matriculation examination. This achievement was duly acknowledged by her uncle, Chandra Samsher,
Maharaja of Nepal, by the grant of a special prize of Rs 1000, a sum which in those days represented princely
munificence.
Over the years the two brothers had patched up their differences, or at least had come to terms with the realities
of their situations. Khadga sent reassurances to his brother that he never had any thought of ousting him from his
position. Chandra, for his part, could afford to be magnanimous. In 1909, during an official visit made by Chandra
Samsher to Calcutta, then capital of India, he invited his brother to a meeting. After they had embraced each other,
Khadga explained that he wanted nothing more than to be allowed to live out his days in Sagar as a country
gentleman. He wished his brother well in all that he was doing to modernize Nepal. Chandra then bestowed on
Khadga the title of His Highness and Raja and, what must have been even more welcome, settled on him a
generous pension.
*
My mother was keen to continue her studies in college. She was a strong-willed person, and also happened to
be her father’s favourite. She wore down her parents’ opposition and secured admission to the Isabella Thoburn
Women’s College in Lucknow. Since there was no question of a Rana living in a women’s hostel which was open
to all castes, creeds and social backgrounds, a pleasant bungalow was rented for her near the college, staffed with
Sagar servants.
Colleges in India open after the summer vacation in mid-June. Barely had my mother settled into her new
routine when Lucknow was deluged by one of the worst floods in its history. The normally placid River Gomati
broke its banks and raced through the low-lying areas. Its waters entered my mother’s bungalow and swept away
most of her belongings; she herself had to be carried pick-a-back by one of her servants to safety.
She returned to Sagar in something of a daze. Her parents took the floods as an unmistakable warning from the
gods against an outrageous violation of the proprieties. Then, with renewed fervor, they set about doing what their
daughter’s absurd passion for studies had prevented: finding a husband for her.
*
The year was 1917. The First World War was entering its fourth and darkest year. There must have been more
than a dozen Rana families living in exile in various parts of India. Most of them were still very rich, and nearly
all had numerous daughters. Because of their severed connections from the land of their birth, the daughters had
to be found husbands from among the Rana connections in India, and these were restricted to the few Rajput clans
from which they themselves had sprung.
The most desirable grooms, of course, were the sons of Rajput princes or of rich landowners. They proved not
to be particularly difficult to snare: Rana girls were proverbially good looking, with dark, dancing almond-shaped
eyes and glowing petal-smooth complexions; and the Ranas were well known to be generous with dowries.
But it was this class which formed the entrenched rearguard of feudal privileges, in particular of multiple
marriages for men and of the seclusion in purdah for women. There were even said to be a few who secretly
regretted the banning of sati, the practice of widow-burning. Any Rajput prince who did not possess half a dozen
legal wives and at least as many concubines would have been regarded by his peers as something of an eccentric
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or, worse, too impoverished to afford a properly-stocked harem or even, the ultimate insult, lacking in manly
vigour. On the other hand, if any one of their wives or concubines were to allow herself to be seen in public she
would have been at once branded as a shameless hussy who had violated the hallowed traditions of her class.
My grandparents seem to have been determined not to consign their educated daughter to living in some
sealed-off apartment in a prince’s palace. Instead, they would find her a husband from a respectable family,
capable of earning a decent living—someone, in fact, who came closest to the official elite of Sagar.
As was customary among the Rana families in exile, the search was entrusted to middlemen from the priestly
caste. Before long they turned up with the name of a young man who exactly answered my grandmother’s
requirements.
*
Thakur Mahendra Singh came from a respectable Rajput family with a lineage uncontaminated by
misalliances. Tall, handsome and in good health, he was also something of a physical fitness faddist: a wrestler
and the possessor of a splendid torso of rippling muscles. He was a university graduate and held a job as Deputy
Collector in one of the highest paid government services.
It is not easy in the permissive social climate of today\fn{ 1985} to come to terms with the prevailing attitudes
of the first quarter of this century. If my grandparents had broken a minor taboo of their Rana past, their daughter
displayed a mystifyingly primitive response. Once they had shown her a photograph of her chosen husband-to-be,
she not only approved but also, almost in imitation of the heroine of some mythological romance, at once
considered herself irrevocably affianced to him.
Cheered by her acceptance, they proceeded to seal the engagement with the proper exchange of gifts, and the
preparations for the wedding were set in motion.
It was then that they discovered that the young man was already married, with a wife still living and in
excellent health. My grandfather was furious. Then and there he would have broken off the negotiations had he
not found that his daughter was wholly against such a step. She revealed that she had already accepted Mahendra
Singh as her husband and that, as a properly brought up Hindu girl, she would never tolerate the thought of
replacing his image with another’s. If she could not marry him, she would remain unmarried all her life. Even my
grandfather’s much-feared temper was of no avail against her obduracy.
So my grandparents gave in. The horoscopes of the bride and bridegroom were scanned by astrologers and
pronounced to be complementary, and the marriage took place. But either the horoscopes had been carelessly read
or there had been collusion to conceal the fact that they were wholly unmatched. The stars that governed their
lives were so locked in hostile positions that any union was bound to be short-lived. It was my mother, able to
read Sanskrit script, who made this shocking discovery. But by then it was too late: she was already married and
with child.
My mother’s careful reading of the two horoscopes turned up the further prediction that she would give birth to
a daughter and within a few days of that event would die. So convinced was she of the inevitability of these
prophesies that, when she went to Sagar for her delivery, she took her jewelry, as well as other portable valuables
such as gold and silver goblets and plate, with her. These were to be left to her unborn daughter, a nest-egg to take
care of her upbringing and dowry.
Her confinement took place in the annex of one of the several bungalows in the cantonment which my
grandfather owned. This was where I was born on 12 October 1919.
Nine days later my mother died.
After this there followed one of those family conflicts which have tended to blight my life. Luckily this time I
was too young to know what was happening. My father wanted to take me to his house to be brought up, but my
grandfather feared that my stepmother would ill-treat me and refused to part with me. Although my father went to
court, he did not bargain for my grandfather’s gamesmanship. He made out a case that my father was only
interested in laying his hands on the jewelry and other valuables that my mother had left to me.
Made to look like someone capable of robbing his own infant daughter, my father wisely capitulated. The case
was settled by a consent decree. My grandparents could keep me with them until I was seven years old, provided
they laid no claim to my legacy. After that I would have to go and live in my father’s house. A crisis had been
averted; and who could say what would happen at the end of seven years!
That was how, long before I was aware of it, I became a ward of my grandparents. Two years later my
grandfather died. It was my grandmother who brought me up.
3
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Ten miles from Sagar, where the road crosses the River Bewas, is a hamlet called Chitora. Of the village itself,
you see nothing as you pass. What catches your eye is a modest stone shrine with steps leading down to the water
level. Just behind it is a yellow-painted shed, which, a signboard tells you, is a dharamsala or free camping place
for travelers. Both the shrine and the dharamsala were built by my grandfather as a memorial to my mother, who
was cremated beside the river.
The Bewas is a small river, almost like a fishing stream, but here it broadens out into dark green pools. The
slopes on either side are still sparsely wooded, and somehow the shrine and the yellow shed are exactly right in
their setting. The place has changed little in the sixty odd years since my mother’s death, and I can imagine no
better memorial to her.
The names of Rana children were chosen by the stars rather than by their parents, for names had to be matched
with the horoscopes. I was given Lekha Divyeshwari, but I don’t remember anyone ever calling me by that name.
My grandmother called me Nani, which was what I should have called her, for “Nani”, in most Indian languages,
means grandmother. In Gurkhali it also means “pupil of the eye”.
I grew up calling my grandmother Muan, which means mother. It is difficult to imagine what else I could have
called this woman who, for all my growing years, was not only like a real mother to me, but also the very center
of the world, the unflagging source of everything craved for, love, affection and warmth, and someone to run to
when hungry, frightened or just feeling neglected. Her name was Dhankumari Devi.
Muan was an altogether remarkable woman, strong and sparkling with vitality. It was almost by a process of
natural selection that, after my grandfather’s death, she became the head of the family, even though such a thing
was almost unheard of in a joint Hindu family such as ours, in which there was at least one grown-up son who
was capable of taking over as the karta or manager. In fact, there were three sons, all of them married and the
fathers of children. Unlike my grandmother, they had gone through school, even if without any special distinction.
Nevertheless, they accepted her as the head of the family and, I feel sure, had no reason to regret their choice.
She served them well, managing her funds and estates in such a way as to enable all of us to live in the same
style as my grandfather Khadga had adopted. There was always at least one car, in addition to a couple of horse
carriages and a couple of riding horses. Seasonal tea and dinner parties and tennis afternoons for the local civil
and military officers were soon resumed, and the Colonel of the Cavalry Regiment and the Deputy Commissioner
of Sagar never failed to pay their courtesy calls. My uncles had their own cars and went out on hunting and
fishing expeditions whenever the fancy took them, and ordered their suits and jackets from bespoke tailors in
Bombay and Calcutta.
I don’t believe my grandmother ever dismissed a servant even though, as in my grandfather’s time, there
seemed to be far too many of them. The quarters behind the house were filled to overflowing. Besides the teams
of maids and menservants allotted to each member of the family, there were also general house servants such as
cooks (different ones for the vegetarians and for the meat-and-fish eaters, and each of them had to have a helper),
bearers, table-boys, water-carriers, sweepers, maids, syces or grooms and watchmen, to say nothing of a couple of
darzis or house tailors and masalchis or lamplighters, a masseur or two, a chauffeur and a mechanic for the car, a
carpenter and a bevy of pujaris or priests. There was a sort of witch-doctor, and a “Doctor-babu”, a half-baked
“compounder” of Western medicine, and between them they catered for our medical needs. Then there were
perhaps a dozen others who had no specific duties except to remain on call. They were more like poor relations
than servants, with ties of loyalty, of shared adversity and even, I suspect, of blood, for the Rana men-folk, as a
class, were not known for celibacy. Multiple wives, concubines and impromptu affairs with comely maidservants
were more the rule than the exception, and their progeny invariably attached themselves to the main household.
*
The earliest sounds I remember must have been those of prayer. I awoke to the chanting of slokas or hymns
and to the clanging of bells emanating from the family shrine. My grandmother would have already finished her
bath and be deep into her puja in her private shrine, her head bent before the array of shining idols of gods and
goddesses. As she grew older, her pujas became more protracted and her penitential fasts more frequent. And
since, as a child, I spent most of my waking hours almost stuck to my grandmother, I learnt to recite devotional
songs almost as my own children, placed in charge of nurses or governesses, learnt nursery rhymes.
I set up my own shrine in a room next to my bedroom and harried my maids to bring fresh flowers for my
pujas. I had mastered their ritual long before I learned the alphabet. Every so often I would grandly announce that
I was going to join my grandmother in observing some holy festival as a day of fasting.

718

But then this was no special hardship. Children were always allowed to eat as much as they liked of the
“permitted” preparations that are a special feature of Indian fasts, and some of them are really delicious.
My grandmother, no doubt anxious about my fate when her seven-year guardianship ended, pampered me
outrageously. I merely had to go into a fit of sulks or, in an emergency, bring on a flood of tears to make her give
in to my whim. In the face of such flagrant favoritism, it is surprising that my cousins, who also grew up in the
Sagar house, remained friendly with me. But then they could depend on me to wheedle out a special treat for us
all, such as an impromptu picnic or a visit to the cinema. I would often go on strike on behalf of my cousin Prem,
who was my favorite, threatening that I would not accept a new doll unless Muan bought one exactly like it for
her too, or demanding that she should prevail upon Prem’s parents to let her accompany us on a shopping spree to
Bombay or Calcutta. Grandmother always gave in, or so it seemed.
Alas, it was not all dolls and picnics; the coin had its reverse side. As her favourite, I became the natural target
of my grandmother’s native remedies, on which she herself had been brought up. I remember with horror one
such remedy for which you did not even have to fall ill. Muan was convinced that, for a girl’s hair to grow thick,
soft and lustrous, it was essential to have her head periodically shaved. I was twice subjected to this ordeal, the
first time when I was five years old, and then again a couple of years later, both times, I am ashamed to say,
having to be won over with extravagant bribes. The lost hair itself was simulated by a gorgeous black headdress
made of silk netting and liberally festooned with spangles, a proud creation of the family darzi working under my
grandmother’s instructions.
I remember the first time well. When I ventured out in my imitation hair and fancy new clothes to match, I
discovered that I caused among my cousins more shock than envy. They ragged me mercilessly for being a
mudoli mau, an old lady with a shaven head.
On the second occasion I stuck out for an even more outrageous bribe: a shopping expedition to Calcutta,
accompanied by my cousin Prem. My grandmother probably had every intention of having my head shaved at
least once more but, either because of the tantrums I threw or, more likely, the businesslike reminders from my
father that the time had come to send me back to him, she must have dropped the idea.
*
On my seventh birthday, the fight over my custody was resumed at the precise point at which it had been left
off. My father fired the first broadside, politely reminding my grandmother of the arrangement that had been
agreed upon between them seven years earlier. He demanded that his daughter should be sent to live in his house,
and that the money, jewelry and plate that his late wife had bequeathed their daughter should be sent under proper
escort.
My poor grandmother must have realized that she did not have a leg to stand on. What she had in abundance,
however, was her Rana obduracy and feminine guile. This time she decided to ooze sweet reasonableness, and try
and keep me with my father’s consent and blessings.
My father, after all, was not a rich man and he already had a large family to look after. My grandmother was
able to convince him that he would be blessed with many more children who would have to be educated, found
jobs and married. Why should he take on an additional troublesome child who had grown up in another house and
was happy there? If, as she surmised, my father was anxious about my mother’s legacy, why then she was quite
willing to hand it over, confident that it would be held in trust for me.
Like all litigants, each suspected the other’s motives. My grandmother, always somewhat jaundiced against my
father, was sure that all he was interested in was the money and the jewelry, and that his anxiety to gain custody
over me was merely a pretext. My father, for his part, must have felt similarly apprehensive.
I am happy to say that they were both wrong. Whatever flaws of character or eccentricities either of them
possessed, they were scrupulously honest. My father held my nest-egg in trust for me. Years later, when my
marriage was arranged and I went to seek his blessings, he brought out my mother’s battered tin boxes. Each box
had a list of its contents. When he began to check through the items and compare them with their descriptions
from the yellowed lists, my eyes pricked with tears.
*
So my grandmother won an easy victory, and this time she had made sure that she had me for keeps. As for
me, I was touched that my father should have wanted me to live with him at all, and that realization suddenly
brought him closer to me. Henceforward, even though I continued to live in Sagar, I felt I had someone else to
turn to in case of need, at least for advice and moral support.
It was about this time that my schooling began, which does not mean that I was sent to school. Sagar did not,
in those days, have a school exclusively for girls, but even if it had, I doubt if I would have been sent there. My
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grandmother was brought up in a society which regarded schools as plebeian institutions; the Ranas did not even
send their boys to schools.
So I was educated at home, in a room set aside for the purpose and duly blessed by the priests—nothing ever
began in our house without a puja to placate the evil spirits and to seek the aid of the benign ones. I was instructed
in Hindi, English, geography, history and maths. Muan, who never tired of recounting her daughter’s prowess in
passing the matriculation examination, had set the same goal for me.
Whatever I learned of these subjects, the credit must go to my tutors; I don’t believe I made a good docile
pupil. To me lessons were an imposition, to be borne with fortitude; homework was a chore that could be
neglected with impunity, knowing that I would not be punished, or at times judiciously turned into an excuse for
demanding special treats.
But of religion, I could never have enough. My grandmother was my inspiration and model. I imitated her
rituals and learnt her prayers by heart, and while I was unable, being a child, to observe all the fasts that she did, I
gave up eating meat, fish or eggs during the period known as chaturmas, which roughly covers the four months
from July to October.
I listened avidly to the stories from the puranas that the priests tended to telescope and reduce in the course of
their worship. Again and again I pestered my grandmother to tell me about the gods and the goddesses with
multiple heads and hands, the elephant-god, the monkey-god and the lion-god and their incredible victories over
the forces of evil. Then there were the terrifying creatures of the nether world with wings, claws and horns, manyheaded serpents and cunning agents of the devil who could transform themselves at will into playful animals or
seductive maidens.
Upon this ornate canvas danced one figure by himself. A little dark god, with the normal number of limbs,
Krishna was somehow more than merely celestial. Gentle, loving and full of pranks, he was also powerful enough
to destroy serpents or lift an entire mountain to hold it as an umbrella over his herd of cows to protect it from rain.
In his mature years he was so enlightened that he propounded the Gita, which my grandmother was convinced
was not only the core of our religion, but also the essence of human wisdom.
Not that I had the vaguest notion of what the Gita was about, nor was I much concerned with wisdom, content
to regard Muan as an inexhaustible storehouse of it. But the Krishna who played the flute, tended his cows, stole
butter from irate housewives and slew dragons, became my private god.
As I grew up, so my god grew up and became a man. The child Krishna blossomed into Gopal Krishna, the
dream-lover of all the milkmaids in the neighbourhood. I discovered the bhajans or songs composed in his honour
by Meerabai, a fifteenth-century Rajput princess who became an ardent worshipper. As I recited these devotional,
and romantic, songs, I would imagine myself to be that princess wooing her god as some secret lover, and tears
would roll down my cheeks with the intensity and ecstasy of my emotions.
The rest of our large household had little truck with holiness; the Ranas held this to be a special preserve of
their womenfolk. My uncles lived in a self-consciously male world of their own, and never seemed to be content
unless on horseback or in the jungles pursuing some animal or other to its death. But, oddly enough, I was fully at
home in their world too—more so, in fact, than any of their own daughters. And it was with their sons that I raced
on bicycles in dizzy circles round the tennis court, played gulli-danda (a primitive form of cricket) and went on
children’s picnics into the woods behind the house.
As a family, we were inveterate campers. When we were in some dak-bungalow deep in the jungle or under
canvas, there were always plenty of servants to look after our needs, and the food which we ate sitting around log
firs was no different from what we ate at home. In these camps I used to practice target shooting with a .22 rifle,
but I never took to hunting. I had grown up in a tightly-knit family to whom hunting was infinitely more than a
pastime of the rich; it was a cult, an obligation inseparable from being a member of the kshatriya or warrior clan.
On certain days, such as Sankranti, 14 January, it was imperative for the men-folk to go out hunting and to kill
something for the pot; on the Dussera, celebrated either in September or October, every self-respecting Gurkha
male was obliged ceremonially to “blood” his kukri or all-purpose knife by severing the heads of dozens of goats
or, for some especially favoured individual, fattened buffalo.
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† Krishna as an adult god †
As part of an insular tribe, to whom the act of killing was no more than an assertion of manliness, the shooting
of wild animals for food or sport did not upset me. Nonetheless, I fended off all my uncles’ efforts to get me to
share their passion for hunting. My cousins and I preferred to spend our time in camp playing our own mysterious
games.
It was in a pool in the Dhasan river that I learned to swim. My grandmother strongly disapproved. Did I want
to drown myself? Did I want one of my legs chopped off by a lurking crocodile?
Yet, on the next trip to Bombay, she bought me an expensive swimming costume.
4
Our house crouched on a spur of the hills overlooking the cantonment. It was separated from the civil station
by a belt of trees hiding the lake that gives Sagar—which means “the sea”— its name. On winter mornings we
saw the lake in a blanket of silver mist rising above the trees. An orchard of mangoes, guavas and custard apple
trees surrounded the house, but its real pride was a solitary and profuse mulberry tree.
Our compound must have been vast. As children we had no idea how far it extended into the hills at the back;
we just took it for granted that everything within range of our walks was ours—or at least our grandmother’s.
There was no human habitation behind the house, and the jungle beyond the orchard was friendly, sparse and
open. It harbored no dangerous animals, only hares, partridges and an occasional jackal.
*
My grandmother was a restless person, an indefatigable traveler and a compulsive visitor of exhibitions. These
were the great events of the era between the two World Wars. If there was one within range (which meant within
about 500 miles) she would find some excuse to make the trip—the need for a new car, curtains or furnishing
material or for a visit to the doctor. I invariably accompanied her on these jaunts.
In December 1929 my youngest uncle, Kunjar Samsher, who was training to be an air pilot in Delhi, came
home for a holiday. He mentioned that Delhi was to have an exhibition of aeroplanes and a flying display early in
the new year. That was enough for Muan.
“Oh, I should love to see it,” she announced. “In fact, we’ll all go.”
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My grandmother had developed her own style of traveling. The journey was made in a large seven-seater car,
usually a Buick, with a lorry for the servants and luggage following behind. The luggage included a fair-sized tent
because she wanted to be able to set up camp wherever she pleased and not be bound to hotels or dak-bungalows.
Apart from the two drivers, she took a mechanic, her own two maids, a male cook, a female cook and a couple of
extra servants. Each member of the family was also accompanied by a maid or manservant. Wherever she went,
she had to have her own establishment, preferably a bungalow or in Bombay or Calcutta a spacious flat in a quiet
district. Since such accommodation had to be hired for at least a couple of months, our city visits were always
fairly protracted.
So now she dispatched my uncle and his wife in advance to hire a bungalow in Delhi. Her eldest son, Hem
Samsher, and his wife accompanied us in the Buick, and I had prevailed on my grandmother to let my favourite
cousin, Prem, come with us. We set out from Sagar at the crack of dawn and towards the afternoon we stopped for
refreshments and for stretching our legs in King George’s Park (now Mahatma Gandhi Park) in Gwalior.
The scale of the surroundings must have been too vast to have made any particular impression on me—I was
ten years old at the time—even though I have since thought how our dust-grimed car and its travel-weary
passengers must have resembled a detail on a giant Bruegel canvas. This part of Gwalior has the sort of grandeur
that the Mughals sought to create in Delhi and Agra, but with less success since neither city has the natural
advantage of a rearing hill fort. Here is a setting that calls out for a panoramic display of pomp, rank upon rank of
marching soldiers, a charge by plumed lancers or a parade of caparisoned elephants. Blocking off one side and
providing a backdrop of stupefying dimensions is the fort itself; opposite lies the white colonnaded expanse of Jai
Vilas Palace. In between is the stage, a mile or more of immaculate lawns, formal gardens, noble stands of trees
and marble pavilions.
Anyhow, on this winter afternoon, when the edges of our ears tingled with pain and felt like wood, there were
no elephants, no cavalry; indeed, not even many people out in the park.

† Jai Vilas Palace, Gwalior, Gwalior District, Madhya Pradesh, India (1874) †
We had stopped beside a tiger-house, and it drew me like a magnet. As I stood staring in awe at a big tiger
sprawled in front of his cave, I became aware of a stir among the park attendants and the few strollers. Next I
heard the clatter of horses’ hooves, and all turned to gaze at a boy on a white horse and a girl on a black horse,
both of which seemed far too big for them. Close behind rode a man in a turban. They passed by, chatting
amongst themselves, and were presently swallowed up by the shrubbery near the enormous gates of the palace.
“Jivajirao Maharaj!” an attendant explained in hushed excitement: “And his sister, Kamalaraje.”
So this boy was the Scindia—master of the Gwalior palace, the fort, the park and the tiger. Surely, there should
have been some sign from the sky, a flash of lightning to mark the tableau on my memory. But if a star skipped in
its course, it did so unseen in the thin January sunlight. In fact, there was nothing to tell me that I had been offered
a glimpse of my future.
It was getting late, and we had to hurry if we did not want to find ourselves after nightfall in the area of the
dreaded Chambal dacoits. Uncle Hem hustled us back into the Buick, and soon we were skirting the rock-fort on
our way to Delhi. My thoughts were of the tiger sprawled lazily on the bare rock and of the wonders that the
imperial city held in store, not of the boy and the girl on their magnificent horses.
*
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New Delhi was not yet fully built. It was just parts of a town flung about on an arid landscape, bare and
unlived-in. We traveled vast distances over dusty roads to see great monuments of pink sandstone, but many were
still cluttered by piles of building material. We goggled from the permitted distance at the chopped-off dome of
the Viceroy’s palace. We decided that the city’s vaunted shopping centre, Connaught Place, was not to be
compared with our favourite Chowringhee of Calcutta, and we daily consumed enormous teas at Davico’s or
Wenger’s, the haunts, we were assured, of Delhi’s society.
At the exhibition we had come to see, the men trying to sell the various types of aeroplanes treated my
grandmother as though she were a potential customer. In retrospect this does not seem so fatuous, since the
aeroplanes cost little more than the more expensive cars. We watched the frail gaudily-coloured flying machines
being put through their paces, like horses at a rodeo, soaring into the air, flying upside down, circling with their
engines shut off and writing messages in the sky with coloured smoke. After six hectic weeks we motored back to
Sagar and to routine.
This visit to Delhi, which the Raj had built to proclaim its invincible presence, coincided with what was to
prove a watershed in the lives of most Indians of my generation. It was while we were still there that the
nationalist leaders declared 26 January 1930 as our “Independence Day”, and launched a campaign of “Civil
Disobedience”.
The first shot in this campaign was fired a few weeks later when Mahatma Gandhi set out on his march to the
seaside village of Dandi on the west coast. There, in open defiance of the law, he made a spoonful of salt by
boiling sea water in a pan.
To the guardians of the Empire this was nothing short of an act of war against the King Emperor, as the British
monarch was invariably referred to in India. For this crime Gandhi was clapped into jail for a four-year term. In
the wake of his arrest more than a hundred thousand people rushed to break the law in one way or another. That
spoonful of salt had set up a tidal wave that would eventually sweep away the Raj.
To grow up in that era was to be caught up in the tide, to learn to use such words as “nationalism” and
“patriotism”, to be roused to a pitch of frenzy by slogans, to look for heroes to praise and for villains to curse or,
for someone brought up as I was, to seek redress in prayer.
*
My uncles, who were born in Nepal but had lived in India all their lives, never suffered from what I later
learned to call a crisis of identity. They, and even their children, regarded themselves as citizens of Nepal. They
professed disinterest in the freedom struggle; the problems of their adopted land were not their problems. Nepal
was independent; the British had twice attempted to conquer it, but the Gurkhas had thrown them back. Their
country had its own king, its own Maharaja; it was not ruled by an alien power beyond the seas. What pride they
took in that fact.
Since children customarily took on the citizenship of their fathers, I was unarguably Indian: a cuckoo in the
Nepalese nest, a gulam or slave in this conquered land. The distinction must have always been there, unspoken,
but it had emerged in the course of some family argument. Thus, to the normal confusion of growing up, was
added the difficulty of reconciling the pride of my Nepalese connections with the shame of being born an Indian.
My grandmother’s unabashed preference for me over her sons’ children produced an additional complex.
Sensitive to jibes that I was spoilt by my grandmother because I had no home of my own, I was also at an age
when one tended to overreact. I suffered agonies and slid into paroxysms of self-pity. In these dark moods I would
convince myself that I was destined to suffer such humiliations because my mother had died and left me among
strangers. There were times when I worked myself into states of acute depression, imagining that I saw visions of
my mother calling out to me from some remote place in the firmament. Once I made myself ill enough to take to
my bed; I was so convinced that I was going to die that I solemnly began to say my goodbyes to my uncles and
cousins.
Luckily, my grandmother had an exorcist in the form of the resident witch-doctor. Biray was a wizened little
man with a face like the inside of a walnut, and he wore a single earring. He brought with him a sigri or small
charcoal stove with a ready-made fire and squatted down on a board placed near my bed. He mumbled prayers as
he blew on the fire to set up a blaze, and then he began heating an evil-looking branding knife. I could have sworn
that its edge became red hot. I stared at him as he picked up the knife. I was unable to utter a whimper, caught
between paralysis and hypnosis. Braced for the ordeal, I waited to be branded, for the jolt of pain, the sizzling
sound of the knife, the smell of burning flesh. Biray took my left hand in his and applied the knife below the
crook of the elbow. It was barely warm.
“The spirit has left the girl,” he told my grandmother.
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And so it had, or at least my illness had.
*
Like the other children of the household, I could speak Hindi as fluently as Gurkhali, but I had very little
contact with Hindi literature. The history we learned was that contained in the little green and red oilcloth-covered
Macmillan or Longman textbooks, showing how heroically the men of the East India Company had conquered
India and what prosperity their rule had brought. I don’t remember at what age I began to be aware of an urge to
learn Hindi, but by the time I was fifteen I had persuaded my grandmother to appoint a Hindi teacher for me.
Rameshwar Prasad Srivastava, Master-saab as I called him, turned out to have that rare mixture of erudition,
common sense and humour. He was trim, dark and neatly dressed, carried himself with quiet dignity and spoke
with a voice that was perfect for reciting poetry aloud. He handled books with reverence and read them with me
(with a slight inclination of the head) as though he too was reading them for the first time. Together we plunged
into the core of Hindi literature and, almost without it being explained, I learnt to distinguish between
flamboyance and elegance, verbiage and scholarship.
Master-saab hunted out history books, in Hindi as well as in English, and through them I began to learn about
the pre-British past of my country. I discovered that we had had a vigorous civilization which, under the shadow
of the empire, had curled up and withered; great literature, painting, music, sculpture, scholarship and, above all, a
religion based on the bedrock of a philosophy which had withstood the convulsions of history for thousands of
years.
To be introduced to this heritage was like breaking the seals to Aladdin’s cave. What Master- saab taught me
led me to realize the privilege of having been born an Indian, the inheritor of a great tradition.
A sure sign of a resurgent India was the emergence of its own heroes. For a century or more, we had been
disciplined into adopting Britain’s heroes as our own: Horatio Nelson, Gordon of Khartoum and even the
conquerors of our own land, such as Robert Clive, Arthur Wellesley or Henry Lawrence. Now at last we had a
crop of Indian men and women with the hallmarks of authentic heroes.
Believing in the power of prayer, a plea for India’s liberation from bondage became incorporated in my daily
puja. A picture of Mother India, festooned in chains, found a place of honour in my prayer alcove, right next to
the idol of my private god, Gopal Krishna.
*
Towards the end of 1935, Lucknow was to hold an exhibition, and it would have been unlike Grandmother if
she had kept away. A wedding of a distant relative in nearby Kanpur gave her the necessary excuse and we set off
in her caravan. From a bungalow in Kanpur, hired for the winter, we commuted to Lucknow for the exhibition,
sometimes staying with relatives for a day or two.
Then I discovered that my father too had come to Lucknow, ostensibly to show the exhibition to his new wife,
whom I now met for the first rime. My stepmother was only six years older than me, and I took to her instantly.
We have remained close friends ever since.
All these years I had seen little of my father. I had never even gone to stay with him. Whenever his work
brought him to Sagar, he always paid me a visit, bringing a small present, such as a box of sweets, or a piece of
silk for a blouse. These visits were both infrequent—certainly not more than two or three in a year—and brief.
Nonetheless, they had the effect of drawing me closer to him. I loved him and venerated him more than any other
man, and nothing heard in my grandmother’s house would ever alter my affection and regard for him.
My father, then in his mid-forties, was an impressive figure. Tall, handsome and superbly built, he carried
himself with a self-assurance that must have come from his position as Deputy Collector in the Provincial Civil
Service. Although his friends found him polite and easygoing, he had a reputation for being a brusque and
outspoken official, never open to bribery. His superiors, however, seem to have found his integrity and adherence
to principles a shade too rigid: he was subjected to frequent transfers and must have been the only officer of his
cadre to retire—after more than thirty years of service—in the same rank and position as he had started.
At the Lucknow exhibition I appointed myself as a sort of guide to my stepmother, who was unaccustomed to
big cities and bewildered by the scale and grandeur of everything about her. As we were going through a
Government Information Centre, which contained large maps and charts showing how the country was governed,
and I was showing off my knowledge with my usual exuberance, I noticed that a young man, with a pear-shaped
face and in immaculate Western attire, had attached himself to our party and was listening with undisguised
interest to everything I had to say. I took him to be an official connected with the exhibition, since he seemed to
know my father well. He trailed along with us for the best part of an afternoon, but I was not introduced to him
and I don’t recall that he addressed a single word to either my stepmother or myself.
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A day or two later, in Kanpur, I received a seven-page letter from this young man pouring his heart out to me
and proposing marriage. It seemed that he had already spoken to my father, but that my father had declined to
press his proposal. Although I was not aware of it then, the proposal must have put my father in an acutely
embarrassing position for Mr. Singh—as I shall call him—was a member of the Indian Civil Service.
The Raj had its own caste system, more inflexible than that of the Hindus. The members of the ICS, mostly
recruited from the British upper middle class but with a few handpicked Indians grudgingly let in, were the
country’s elite and were generally known as, and by the peasants literally believed to be, “heaven-born”. To my
father, merely a provincial civil servant, Mr. Singh must have represented a rare prize as a son-in-law. But the
proposal was flawed, because Mr. Singh’s horoscope was dominated by Mangal or Mars. In spite of its name,
which means “auspicious” or “festive”, Mangal is an unlucky star. For a man to have it in his horoscope means
that his wife will die young and vice versa for a woman. The only solution, of course, is for a Mangal to marry a
Mangal; but I have no Mangal in my horoscope.
I did not reply to the letter; to have done so would have been a transgression of the rules of behaviour. I don’t
think I was put off so much by the Mangal as by the age difference: he was thirty and I was barely sixteen.
Besides, what little I had seen of Mr. Singh had not bowled me over. I tore up the letter, and Mr. Singh’s proposal
was never mentioned again.
Years later, Mr. Singh became the center of one of the most sensational and sordid trials of the time. A
maidservant in the Singh household died in mysterious circumstances and Mr. Singh was accused of having
murdered her. After a protracted trial he was declared to be “not guilty”, and indeed there was a suspicion that he
might have been the victim of a frame-up. But the publicity surrounding the trial of such a senior civil servant so
upset Mr. Singh’s wife that she committed suicide. A little later Mr. Singh too took his own life. I have often
wondered whether it was not the Mangal at work.
5
In 1937 I made my first-ever visit to my father’s house.
He was stationed in Jhansi then, only 140 miles from Sagar—seven hours by train. I took my own maid with
me, and my grandmother provided an escort of two of her most trusted retainers, who were charged to look after
me and bring me back. My father looked as pleased as Punch to have me visit him, and I began to look upon him
as a guide and mentor to whom I could turn whenever I needed advice or help. I was welcomed as though I were a
long-lost daughter by his new wife, whom, almost in the same spirit, I took to calling Mummiji or “Respected
Mother”.
My father was still keen on getting me married off without delay. A week or so later he took me to Banda, 120
miles away, to stay with an old friend of his, an affluent zamindar or hereditary landowner, called Virendra Singh
Chowdhari. He told me that it had been arranged between them that I should marry Mr. Chowdhari’s eldest son,
and now it was only up to us to give our consent to the match.
After we had been in the Chowdhari house for a few days, the reason for our visit must have become common
knowledge in the neighborhood. One afternoon the daughter of one of the neighbors, whom I had often seen in the
house, came to see me. Almost in a teasing vein, she made tender enquiries as to whether I had any objection to
marrying Mr. Chowdhari’s son. I told her, in all honesty, that I would be happy to marry him, upon which she
suddenly fainted. This caused quite a bit of panic in the Chowdhari house and they had to send for a doctor to
revive her. When I realized that she was violently in love with the young man, I then and there made up my mind
that it would be heartless to break up her romance.
So when, a day or two later, my consent was formally sought, I pretended that I was not interested in the
proposal. I am happy to say that Mr. Chowdhari’s son did, that very summer, marry the infatuated girl and that
their marriage turned out to be an unqualified success.
This stay in the Chowdhari house was, however, to give my life a totally new direction. It was my first
experience of living among people with a broader culture than my own, for the family was known for its
progressive views. If I was mildly shocked by their heresies, I was also impressed by their unwillingness to
conform. By their lights, even my father stood revealed as an obscurantist, someone who had too readily absorbed
the official attitudes and outlook of the Raj. Here neither Rana taboos nor the Raj’s rules were held to be sacred;
all dogma, all institutions, new-fangled or traditional, were treated with irreverence.
*
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Mr. Chowdhari, a well-known proponent of women’s emancipation, was all for my continuing my education.
Being an ardent follower and devotee of that high-priestess of theosophy, Mrs. Annie Besant, he persuaded my
father that the women’s college founded by her in Benaras was the right place for me.
So, by the time we returned to Jhansi, it was settled. Since it was all but certain that my grandmother would
object to such a plan on principle, we decided that I should stay on with my father until the colleges opened, and
go straight to Benaras from there. Now everything depended on my passing the matriculation examination.
I did pass. My father busied himself with getting the necessary forms and I was admitted to the Besant
Women’s College. It was important that neither my maid nor my two menservants should get wind of what was
afoot. On my last day in Jhansi I sent my maid off on an errand which would keep her away for several hours and
busied myself stuffing my most fashionable clothes into an enormous black trunk. On the day-long train journey
to Benaras, I was accompanied by one of my father’s step-brothers.
It was only after he had seen us off at the railway station and returned home that my father judged it safe to
explain to my servants that I had gone to Benaras to join a college and that they were free to return to Sagar. They
had formed their own impressions of what had really happened. Aware that there had been talk of my marrying a
rich zamindar’s son, they were convinced that this was precisely what had been accomplished, and that my father
had secretly sent me off to my husband’s house.
They went wailing to my grandmother with such garbled accounts that she made up her mind that I had been
sold by my father for a high price. She had already called in her lawyers to file a suit against him for abduction
when she received my letter from college, full of apologies and explanations. I had written as soon as I possibly
could, exonerating both the servants and my father. I said soothing things about how comfortable I was in my
hostel room and how good the food was, but that I missed her more than I could say.
It was a long letter, and my eyes brimmed with tears as I wrote it. The bravado and excitement that had gripped
me at the thought of going off on my own into the world had been replaced by an awareness of guilt, of having
betrayed someone who had brought me up and had been so unfailingly kind and understanding.
*
It was perhaps just as well that, in those early college days, I did not have much leisure to feel sorry for myself.
There were adjustments to make which I had not foreseen.
For the first time in my life I was entirely on my own, without some member of the family to run to and, worse
still, without a servant to do my bidding. The hostel attached to the college was much smaller than our Sagar
house, and in it I had to share a room. My black trunk suddenly began to look monstrously large, and when I
began to unpack some of my belongings I noticed that my roommate could hardly keep her eyes away from them.
At first I thought that it was my modest array of idols that had aroused her interest, but soon discovered that it was
my clothes that held her riveted. I felt a little embarrassed by her stares, but thought no more of it at the time and
went to bed.
The next morning I went to class dressed in one of my silk saris and wearing my everyday jewelry, which
included a rather showy nose-ring made of a diamond solitaire. More and more of my fellow students turned their
heads to glance at me, whispering among themselves. Surely, something was wrong. Slowly it dawned on me that
nearly all of them were wearing plain cotton saris and no jewelry.
It took me a couple of days to realize that even the Besant College, for all its preoccupation with liberalism,
was stiff with its own orthodoxies. Here most of the students were followers of the theosophical movement,
committed to vegetarianism, and practitioners of the cult of Plain Living and High Thinking.
Whether or not there was high thinking among my college-mates, I was made overwhelmingly conscious of
their zest for plain living. But then plain living had a much more powerful and persuasive prophet than Annie
Besant: none other than the Mahatma himself. It had become a weapon in his nonviolent war against the British.
At his bidding, millions of people had made bonfires of their fanciest garments and begun to dress themselves like
peasants.
Millions, but not me.
I had always been too fond of fine clothes and jewelry to give up wearing them. Here in the Besant Women’s
College I was converted by the urge to conform. I did not want to be marked as an outcast in a colony of plain
livers. Feeling a little like a thief hiding stolen goods, I took off my nose-ring and put it away. From then on I
resolved to boycott all foreign-made goods, even though it would mean never wearing the lovely French and
Italian saris and accessories that I had so assiduously collected over the years. At the very first opportunity I went
into the bazaar and bought myself half a dozen cotton saris and material to make blouses. That night, I sat up in
my room till the early hours of the morning laboriously hand-stitching a blouse.
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That first trip to the bazaar brought home to me how scrupulously the staff of the college themselves practiced
the cult of plain living, and also how the cult had brought in its wake its own snobberies.
Whenever one of the girls wanted to go into town, she had to get a member of staff to go with her. They came
readily enough, but what was awkward for us was that they insisted on paying their share of the fare. There were
neither buses nor taxis, so we had to take a tonga or, an even more plebeian vehicle, the jhatka. Since it was
unseemly for a Besant College girl to sit in the front seat with the driver, the tonga could, with the chaperone, take
only two or, if they were very thin, three girls. In the jhatka, which had no seats but only a platform on which you
had to squat, anything up to half-a-dozen could be squeezed in. It became a point of honour with us to prefer the
jhatka to the tonga. That way, the share of the staff member who went with us came to much less.
*
In conformity with its dedication to plain living, our hostel catered only for vegetarians. Since I was used to
giving up eating meat, fish and eggs for four months every year during the period of chaturmas, this was no great
deprivation to me. And if I sorely missed the number and variety of dishes that regularly appeared at my
grandmother’s table, even during the months of self-imposed vegetarianism, I don’t think I complained about the
plainness and monotony of hostel food half as much as some of the flag-bearers of plain living.
The first friend in college I made was a girl from the far south, who was a stranger to this part of India.
Although she spoke English well, she knew not a word of Hindi. Being much more at home in English than the
other hostel girls, it was perhaps natural that she should be drawn to me. I began to teach her Hindi, and by the
end of term she was quite fluent in it.
I made friends with half-a-dozen other girls as well; we formed a group of our own, doing things together,
sharing common interests, gossip and a few secrets. One of the girls was married and I remember how we would
listen avidly to her stories of the wonder and romance of wedded life, how we all waited with vicarious
anticipation for the fat weekly letter that her husband never failed to write, how she would carry it away to read in
private, her face flushed and her eyes shining, and how, for days afterwards, we would pester her to tell us what it
contained.
Benaras is a holy place, the Mecca and the Rome and the Jerusalem of Hinduism. The mother of rivers, the
Ganges, sweeps past its phalanx of temples in a majestic arc. Pilgrims flock to it in their millions, and thousands
come here merely to die, as my grandfather had done.
But to the inmates of our hostel, the Ganges was no more than an awesome presence to be glimpsed only when
we went to the bazaar in chaperoned groups for our shopping, or were allowed out to see an approved film at one
or other of the city’s cinemas. We led a sheltered life, superintended by a portly and stern-faced spinster from
Maharashtra, whom we called Mohan Tai. A self-righteous prickly woman, she took pride in running a tight ship.
Her eyes, magnified and distorted by thick lenses, would flash fire at the slightest infringement of her barrage of
rules. We all stood in awe of her and concocted impracticable plans for defying her authority, but we must have
secretly admired her too.
I remember one incident when Mohan Tai refused to let us go and see a film which was being shown in one of
the local cinemas. It was called Mukti and it was made by a company called New Theatres. Their earlier pictures
had been immensely popular and their songs had caught the fancy of young and old alike. But in this latest
offering Tai had detected a nude statuette which was shown in one of the scenes. I remember getting into a heated
argument with Tai about the merits of these earlier films and how a film company with such a reputation could not
possibly produce a film that would corrupt the morals of young girls.
It was to no avail. Tai did not even tell us about the nude statuette, but lost her temper and ordered us back to
our rooms. We were furious and talked at length of retaliation. I spent half the night tossing in bed, trying to
devise a plan to redress what I was convinced was a great injustice. The next morning I tried to talk the other girls
into going on a hunger strike. Alas, my suggestion was not received with much enthusiasm. We were at an age
when meals were all but indispensable. The “injustice” simmered for a week or so and then died.
The term progressed. The skies darkened with clouds and the monsoon broke loose on cue. The half-moon of
the river filled out to become a vast brown lake, its waters swirling through the lower-level temples. Then as
abruptly as they had come, the rains went, the skies cleared and the Ganges lost its bloated look and became
sedate and serene once again. The temple spires glistened in the sun. I was no longer an outsider, but part of the
life of the hostel and the college.
*
I look back on my two years in Benaras with fondness. I reveled in the extra-curricular aspects of hostel and
college life and took part in musical programmes and in plays. In my second year I graduated to being an
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organizer of these activities. I took extra lessons in music and art. It was only towards the end of the last term that
I got down to serious study, keeping awake at nights to make up for earlier neglect. Then came the examinations
and the sudden wrench of parting from friends.
My father had meanwhile been transferred to Mirzapur, almost next door to Benaras. It was to his house that I
went for my summer holidays. The house was in turmoil because one of my father’s brothers was getting married
in the village of their birth, Gangni. I went along with them, on a trip that turned out to be an exercise in search of
my roots.
Gangni is not far from Agra. Remote and forlorn, the village was only approachable by a dusty cart-track. The
house in which my father was born was no different from the dwellings of the other villagers, stunted and built of
mud-bricks with uneven wall surfaces which were painted with crude good-luck signs on both sides of the front
door and, at the back, were encrusted with drying cowpats for the winter fuel.
I was not conscious of any sense of let-down; two years among the plain-livers had changed more than my
way of dressing. Rather, I was filled with a sense of awe and pride that someone who had been born in such a
house, in such a village, should have struggled against caste and clan prejudices, have risen in the world entirely
through his own efforts and ability, and been sought as a son-in-law by a man who had so nearly become the
Maharaja of Nepal.
In June came the results. All the girls in our group had passed. I was determined to continue my studies, and
this time my grandmother made no objection. I managed to get admission to the same Isabella Thoburn Women’s
College in Lucknow that my mother had so briefly attended. Here I found to my great pleasure that I was sharing
a room in the hostel with one of our group from Benaras.
The College was a venerable institution, the most prestigious in the entire province. Life seemed to be far less
restricted and preoccupied with plain living than in the Benaras college. I at once felt at home, made new friends
and plunged into a variety of social activities. I was looking forward to the next two years and to getting my
Bachelor of Arts degree with pleasurable anticipation.
But it was not to be.
I did not know it then, but both my father and my grandmother were busy as beavers, each trying to outdo the
other in finding a suitable husband for me. …
67.60 The Final Rejection\fn{by Abu Rushd (1919-2010)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (M) 3
Despite his daily activities, Yunus frequently felt depressed. His wife was sometimes a consolation, but after
five years of marriage, her charm didn’t always work. The novelty of new and fashionable clothes was also
beginning to wane. Even the Volkswagen he owned, despite its dependable service, had a front that unmistakably
looked like the female organ. When the winter wind or the purple orchid in the adjoining house smilingly spread
itself over the wall of Yunus’s house, his mind began to feel the want of something non-material. Alas, alas! He
found no possibility of fulfillment either in his work or in any social activity.
One day, his wife was determined to go to watch a movie. She had just finished dressing and was about to
leave when the telephone rang. She went to the bedroom to pick up the telephone. She came back looking irate:
“Your telephone, it is Nabi Saheb.” Yunus wasted no time in answering the call from his boss,
“Salam alaikum. This is Yunus.”
“Walaikum. I am sorry, Yunus Saheb, but you’ve to got come immediately. An urgent situation has arisen.”
“All right, I’ll come within half-an-hour, Salam alaikum.”
“Walaikum.” Yunus’s wife made a grimace that was positively comical.
“Whatever made you to work for that uncouth person. You’re always at his beck and call, and he treats you
like a servant.”
“Well, doesn’t the gentleman give me fifteen hundred rupees a month and he is after all the boss.”
“I see no one working so hard for him. Don’t you see how often your friends take out their wives?”
“Those you notice are either bosses themselves or high officials. You ought to have married one of them.”
Yunus did not feel it prudent to wait for his wife’s reaction and straightaway started for his boss]’s house.
Haji Nabi Saheb was the proprietor of Grand Tobacco Company. After prospering in the bidi business, he had
for the last five years turned his attention to cigarettes. When the smuggling of tendu leaves from India had become highly risky, he experimented with cigarettes and created a popular brand called Paltan. In the last year
alone the brand had yielded a profit of two and a half million rupees—although the accounts book showed a
transaction of only one and a half million.
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On entering Nabi Saheb’s living room, Yunus found him pacing up and down the carpet agitatedly, a Paltan
cigarette in the right corner of his mouth. The strong smell of the burning Paltan filled the room, offending
Yunus’s olfactory sense, as he himself didn’t smoke.
“You know how good the market is for Laldighi these days. I brought you from there on a higher salary but
that move, I now see, has actually benefited them.” Yunus restrained the impulse to say something sarcastic and
said meekly:
“Perhaps they have got a better manager now.”
“No, that’s not the reason. Actually our agents are playing dirty tricks on us. They don’t supply Paltans unless
a higher price is given for them. That helps the Laldighis which at a regular price are cheaper than the Paltans. If
this continues, the demand for our Paltans is bound to decrease.”
Yunus pretended that Nabi Saheb had made a profound observation. He smiled, indicating that the boss had
made a clever joke. Pleased with his sales manager, Nabi Saheb adjusted and readjusted his kisti cap and said
confidently:
“You, Yunus Saheb, will surely find some way of solving this problem. Khalil is making tons of money at
Elahiganj. He may be a relation of mine, but that is no reason for him to rob me so blatantly. Please make an onthe-spot inquiry and take away his agency if you find him guilty. In business there is no such thing as preferential
treatment to a relation. I hear he is planning to stand for the general elections, but I’ll not allow him to break the
jackfruit on my head to achieve his purpose.”
“When do you want me to go?” Yunus asked, wondering what the sight would be like if some one tried to
break a jackfruit on Nabi Saheb’s celebrated but balding head.
“Go today. In such matters any delay may be harmful. And listen, after you come back, I’ve got to consult you
about something. You know all the tricks of Laldighis. First let me set my own house in order. Then I’ll find out
what is up their sleeves. You fools, you want to compete with Paltan, Nabi can also play a trick or two.”
Nabi Saheb gave a hearty puff at the Paltan he was smoking. Doesn’t charity begin at home?
*
Yunus did not like the idea of river journeys. He had tried to learn swimming but once he had swallowed a
throatful of small fish and that was the end of the matter. He still had an irrational fear of water.
Moreover, last night he had lost four hundred rupees playing rummy at the club. He had paid half of the
amount in cash and would pay the rest on his next visit to the club. So, over all, he was not in a very pleasant
mood. Life seemed to have suddenly lost all interest for him.
But the steamer journey actually turned out to be very refreshing. The masculine force of the wind played an
attractive game with the waves of the river. The sunlit waves were diffused into thousands of bright spots; a sight
so pleasing turned one’s eye away from the scores of boats plying on the river. There was no steamer service from
Kultali to Elahiganj, and Yunus would have to go in a launch, touching the Meghna at some points and finally up
a tributary.
The next launch for Kultali would leave at five o’clock. This left one and a half hours free for the passengers.
The sky was getting a bit cloudy. Yunus did not feel at all happy at this development. Once he thought of
postponing his journey until the next morning, but on enquiry he learned that there was no place in Kultali where
he might spend the night. And he would also be unable to give any satisfactory reason to Nabi Saheb on return to
Dhaka why he had delayed at Kultali. So, like the other passengers, he boarded the Chakrabak, which was a fairly
spacious and stout-looking launch.
On the lower deck huddled about one hundred and fifty passengers. On the upper deck, apart from Yunus, there
was only one other passenger in the first class: a nun, maybe twenty-five or thirty years old. She had on a white
habit, white socks, and black shoes. Of medium height, her complexion was conspicuously fair. She nodded to
Yunus and then returned to a book.
The anchor was lifted and the launch left its moorings, sounding its siren and heaving in the waters. The force
of the wind was increasing. Yunus brought out a scarf from his bag and wrapped it round his neck. From where he
was sitting, a bit of sky was visible, peering through the dark clouds. The launch began to roll somewhat. But
obviously there was nothing to worry about, as some passengers on the lower deck were merrily singing their
favorite tunes. Other passengers were gossiping.
“This year it might be difficult to get a license.”
“That can be arranged if you’ve adequate money.”
“No, Ashraf, the new boss is very strict and honest. No amount of money will make him change his mind.”
“He, too, has his price. Increase the amount through his personal assistant and see his reaction.”
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“A few tried but failed. So I didn’t try that approach. I tried something else.”
“Nothing else will succeed unless reinforced by money.”
“It did, it did. One has to know the right approach for the right person and then apply the medicine.”
“What medicine did you apply?”
“Three bottles of Chivas Regal. Not available in the market these days. I had to make a superhuman effort to
get them. The P.A. later told me my application would be given special consideration.”
Elsewhere a mother’s voice drifted to the upper deck:
“Darling, don’t sit by the window, you may catch cold. Come and sit in my lap. If you catch cold in the month
of February, it may turn into pneumonia. Listen to me, apple of my eye.”
Yunus deduced that the child’s father was not there. Otherwise the child would have got a different kind of
treatment.
A wholly different kind of voice was now heard:
“I can’t see well these days, so this woman is doing whatever she likes. I’m her mother-in-law and she is
forcing me to go to her paramour’s. She once even pulled me by my hair. She has left her ancestral home behind.
She turns a blind eye to everything except her paramour. She will soon catch a foul disease the way she is
carrying on.”
The wind blew fiercely, making the water choppy. The passengers stopped talking for a while. The blustery
wind whistled. The passengers started shivering in the cold. The waves dashed against the launch, which now
seemed fragile against their assault.
“O Allah, what will happen? I’ll probably not see Safdar’s father again!”
“Serang, stop the launch. Stop the launch. Come, let’s go to the cabin. If the water reaches here nobody can do
anything. From the upper deck one might at least jump into the river. Here one won’t be able even to breathe
because of the pressure of the crowd.”
“Give whisky as bribe, and see the fun.”
“The whore will be drowned in the river.”
“Don’t worry, my darling. I’m holding you close to my bosom and nothing will happen to you.”
Yunus looked down at the lower deck and found the serang and his two assistants guarding the exit door. The
passengers who were trying to leave the lower deck and clamber up the ladder were severely beaten by the serang
and his two assistants. They were pressed back and the exit door was closed from the outside.
“The swine were planning to overturn the launch. Full steam ahead,” the serang roared. One of the passengers
got panicky and said:
“If we die in our holes, we won’t spare the serang.”
“The bastard gave me such a beating that I can’t hear now.”
Yunus started to take stock of the whole situation. The thought that the launch might actually sink ran through
his mind like an ice-cold wind. The sky was cloudy and looked threatening, and the rain had infuriated the river
which poured all its anger on the struggling launch. But he was comforted by the sight of the serang deftly
maneuvering the medium-sized launch against the heavy wind and the menacing waves.
The nun didn’t look too worried and that had a calming effect on Yunus. There were so many other passengers
and their lives were surely not less precious. The mother who worried over her child catching a cold was also a
dramatis personae. If the launch actually sank, along with the mother, the child too, who had not seen much of the
world, would perish. Innocence would be obliterated together with bribery and adultery. Yunus himself was over
thirty now; he had already seen a bit of life. A young man with a Bachelor of Commerce degree, a fairly good job,
wife, son, a car—all had given him different tastes of life. Now, of course, he had been so absorbed in his daily
life that it would seem a piece of good fortune if he were able to sell off his old Volkswagen and buy a new
Toyota.
A crow, its feathers ruffled in the fierce, stormy wind, was trying to perch on a cabin window, trying to find
some refuge and comfort. Yunus thought of his son, Farid. Whenever he saw his father after awakening from
sleep, he would give him a broad smile. His slightest discomfort would greatly worry his father. If he threw up or
shouted in pain, Yunus would begin to have a bad sort of palpitation. Then he felt like praying to Allah that He
would transfer his son’s suffering to him and keep the child well. Yunus wondered what his wife’s relation would
be if he died in the storm. For a few days, of course, she would be grief-stricken. Particularly in this winter
season, she would miss her husband under the quilt. Then, gradually with an insurance policy of forty thousand
rupees and a not-too-old Volkswagen, her sorrow would begin to abate. Afterwards, maybe, she would get a new
husband.
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Yunus did not know what love between men and women was like. He had never tasted its particular flavor. He
had seen romantic films and heard love songs in the company of his wife, but had never felt a twist of tenderness
in his own heart which issued from love. If the launch actually sank and he became a casualty, he would forever
be deprived of this experience, although his wife might have enough time for this sort of thing. Perhaps, under the
pressure of youth, she might find a suitable beau and go to Baitul Mukarram to shop and to the Stadium to buy
Pabna saris. I would be dead but my wife would probably make love to another person on my own bed and go on
pleasure trips in my Volkswagen. And my sunken body, especially my eyes, would serve as food to a big fish or a
porpoise or a drifting shark.
The launch was rolling heavily now. The crow shifted from the cabin window to within a few inches of the
nun, perhaps feeling that it would be a safer refuge. Suddenly, it seemed to Yunus that the nun was indeed a lovely
woman. Beside the jet-black crow, the nun’s complexion looked so white and alabaster-like that Yunus for the first
time in his life felt a deep longing of something like love. The nun had already finished her book and now turned
all her attention to the crow. She didn’t seem to be aware that there was a male co-passenger with her.
The nun’s profile was of such beauty that it had an undeniable effect on his mind as well as on his body. Yunus
thought that, though set apart from other women by her habit, the nun had an appeal that the body couldn’t but
respond to. The nun was demurely covered in her white habit, but Yunus’s imagination revealed the hidden beauty
of her woman’s body.
Outside, the wind was still blowing, and the launch seemed about to give up and sink after a fierce and unequal
struggle. The possibility of complete obliteration had sharpened the daring desire in Yunus’s mind. Loosen all
your clothes, discard all shame. Give your consent to an elemental union. Hesitation is completely irrelevant at
this point between life and death.
The nun looked protectively towards the crow. She seemed radiant. All her affection seemed to be meant for
the crow seeking the warmth and solace of her presence. Then, gradually, the wind began to subside. The nun
turned towards Yunus, giving him an unforgettable smile.
“You needn’t worry now, the danger is over.”
Yunus was about to say something in reply, but the nun gave him no chance to do so as she bent and picked up
the book. Her cheeks flushed slightly as she turned away from him, as though she had realized what was going on
in Yunus’s agitated mind.
1920
69.29 The Abode Of Law\fn{by Sheen Muzaffarpuri (1920-1971)} Bath Asli Village, Sitamadhi District, Bihar State,
India (M) 4
This is how Sher Singh turned a robber.
When his father, who was a blacksmith, started making tools and weapons for a band of robbers, Sher Singh
was sixteen or seventeen years old, and his name too was not Sher Singh at the time. It was but natural for young
Sher Singh, who helped his father in his work, to come into contact with the members of that gang. By the time he
reached the age of twenty-one, he acquired so much of skill and expertise in forging weapons as to far excel his
father. Physically, too, he was very strong and looked as solid as a watch-tower. The dacoits were filled with
admiration for his skill, more so for his physical strength and prowess. They thought that he would be a real asset
to the gang, if he joined it.
So they prevailed upon him to become a member of their band, and he began to commit dacoities along with
them. Not only that he had read up to the ninth standard, he possessed more courage and strength than his
companions. Impressed by his exploits, the gang leader nominated him his successor just within four years. So,
when the leader was killed in an encounter, his colleagues accepted him as their chief. He changed his name also
to Sher Singh to inspire terror in the hearts of the people.
*
Fifteen years went by. Sher Singh had earned such an awful notoriety that people trembled at his very name.
By that time he had many big exploits to his credit, and changed his haunt many times. He had repeatedly dodged
the police, and was twice wounded. In the first encounter he was grievously wounded so much so that his
companions took him to be dead and whisked him away. After each injury he grew more cruel and dangerous than
ever. The government had offered a reward of ten thousand rupees for capturing him dead or alive. But life was
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dearer than ten thousand rupees. Hence Sher Singh led a life of ease, drinking and gambling in his leisure hours,
or repairing old weapons and forging new ones. His colleagues used to sneak off to towns where they caroused
and found clues to future targets.
But there came a time when Sher Singh felt bored with the monotony of his leisurely activities. Some new
desire took hold of him, but he couldn’t realize what that new desire exactly was. Nevertheless, he felt that
something was missing in life that often made him restless. And, one day he suddenly discovered what he actually
wanted.
One night he raided the house of a considerably rich businessman of a big town. The iron safe was kept in the
room of the newly-married son of the businessman. When the dacoits forced an entry into the room, the terrorstricken son of the businessman hid himself under the cot, and his beautiful young wife, only in a silken petticoat,
trembled with fear like a peepul leaf. As she was frantically trying to cover the remaining portion of her naked
body with her arms and disheveled hair, Sher Singh fixed his gaze at her. Under the lascivious eye of the robber
her whole body seemed to writhe and shrink. She couldn’t withstand the evil stare of Sher Singh any longer and
fell unconscious to the ground.
When he looked at the exposed body of the senseless woman, he himself felt like losing his sense. With a jerk
he collected himself, and covered her with a bed-sheet. However, he was deeply disturbed, and when he reached
his hideout after a successful raid, he was filled with repentance for not carrying that hell of a beauty off to his
place. [The] woman engaged his mind for days together, and he wondered why he hadn’t given his thought to her
so far. Till then he had looked on the woman either as a mother or a sister. When a strapping village girl had just
begun to throw sweet and insolent smiles at him, he took to the jungle as a robber before he could understand it
all. Then he never thought of a woman. But now that he had seen the most fatal aspect of the woman for the first
time, the memory of those sweet and insolent glances of the village girl welled up in his mind in a meaningful
light. He realized at once what be actually wanted and desired.
One day be did catch hold of a woman and brought her to his place. She was beautiful but very willful and
impudent. She scratched and abused Sher Singh and often raised her hand to beat him. The sharp tongue of the
bold and strong woman lashed him night and day. He could have easily strangled and thrown her into the deep
ravine, but he felt as helpless as a baby before her. He was slowly accustomed to her ways and manners; rather he
began to enjoy her rebukes and cherish her abuses. He thought it easier to tame this shrew than to bring another
woman.
After three weeks she grew soft enough to declare only her name, Champa. Then she also told her own story,
though very short. She had been married to a weak and lazy person whom she didn’t like at all. There were
altercations and vituperations all the time, and very often she thrashed her husband. Only one year after their
marriage there was such a fierce quarrel and she beat her husband so severely that he fled the house. Thence for
the fast six years she had been passing her days by working in the fields. A second marriage was contemplated but
no man was bold enough to come forward.
What happened next was known to Sher Singh himself. He saw Champa in a weekly market two miles away
from her village. Her lips and eyes had the same smile and insolence as he had seen in the village girl. He liked
the woman. That night he was to raid the house of a businessman of the same market. He had reached there earlier
in disguise along with one of his associates. The rest of his men were to come with arms in the dark of night.
When Sher Singh saw Champa, he put off the raid. He thought that the raid could be made some time later, but the
woman was not to come to hand again. So he decided to abduct her.
Fortune also favored him. Champa was somehow detained in the market till it grew dark. While she was
passing through a large and thick orchard between the market and the village, Sher Singh pounced upon and
overpowered her. His companion gagged her mouth and tied both her hands. They took her to a dark, secluded
corner of the orchard, and kept her there till it was completely dark. Then they set out for their den that lay over
five miles deep into the forest. The woman being heavy, they couldn’t carry her for more than a mile, and then
they dragged and pushed her. At midnight, when they reached a safe and secure point in the jungle, they untied
Champa’s mouth and hands. It was then that she had jumped at Sher Singh and scratched his face and ears.
However, he dragged her to his hideout.
When Champa realized after about a fortnight that she couldn’t get away from the robbers, she started
softening. She also began to like Sher Singh. How such a dangerous dacoit was scared stiff of her! What a luck if
she had got such a husband earlier! Champa came to recognize Sher Singh as her man.
His associates, however, didn’t think well of her. It appeared ominous to them that a woman had joined their
gang. They looked upon a woman as a weakness not only of the heart but also of courage and manliness of a man.
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The thing that irritated them most was Champa’s overbearing behavior towards them. She could always find an
opportunity to abuse and insult them. They tried their best to persuade Sher Singh to rid the gang of this curse, but
she had established herself so firmly that it was impossible to dislodge her.
Thus passed one whole year.
*
And one day Sher Singh said to Champa in a muffled tone:
“How I sometimes wish you to lend a helping hand to my job! You would learn all with a little training and
effort. If a woman like you became a robber—”
Champa cut him short, fuming, “Stop your drivel. It’s enough that I’ve accepted a plunderer like you as my
husband. I may become your life but can never help you in this wretched, disgraceful and mean work. If you
repeated the thing, I would pluck out your tongue.”
Sher Singh was put to silence. Champa muttered to herself:
“What is in store for me? My womb also is ruined.”
Sher Singh couldn’t understand anything. He just kept staring at her. She said:
“Why are you staring like an owl? I’m going to give birth to your child. Now you would face the music. Look
where your desire for a wife and my abduction has led.”
There was a sensation in the whole body of Sher Singh, and a mixed feeling of joy, fear, and surprise engulfed
him. A woman had already chained his one leg, a child was now going to shackle the other also. How would, then,
he continue as a robber? Should he strangle Champa and throw her into the deep ravine below? Or, should he take
her back to the abode of law? He felt as if the boat of his life had suddenly developed a crack.
The other members of the gang also discovered that Champa was with child. This made them more disgusted
and miserable. They spoke to Sher Singh:
“Chief, take this curse to the town and abandon it there. This family life won’t suit the robbers.”
Sher Singh understood everything, but he was not able to throw her off. When she came to know the proposal
to forsake her, she threatened him one night while massaging his body:
“Look here, Sher Singh. If you abandon me now, I will suck your blood. I am not a kept that you cast me like a
fly in the ointment, having satisfied your lust. I’ve taken you as my husband from the core of my heart. I let you
touch my body only when you had sworn to live and die together with me.”
What she said was true. Sher Singh couldn’t make any reply. He didn’t visualize a life without her. Now he
was anxious to see his child growing in Champa’s womb. He consoled her.
“Don’t worry, Champa. I remember everything, and can’t betray you. You would remain the first and last
woman in my life.”
“But I would not allow the child to live and grow among the robbers. It must eschew and avoid even their
shadows.”
Sher Singh kept quiet. One day he said to his companions:
“I’m taking this woman to a distant town. I may take some time in returning. One can’t escape one’s destiny.”
His colleagues were staring at him in astonishment while he moved out with Champa.
*
After making three days’ journey Sher Singh reached a, town where he stayed at a dharmsalla. Within a week,
he got a rented house as well at only fifty rupees a month, but five thousand had to be paid in cash as gratification.
It was something strange to him, that made him think for days together.
“After all, what for this sum of five thousand? Isn’t it that a man with a house can extort as much money from
a poor man as he desires? That means a strong man can snatch from a weak person as much as he likes. What else
is dacoity?”
He gave Champa a piece of his mind.
“Is this your abode of law? Is this your humanity?”
Champa was much ashamed. The very first experience was bitter. Handing over to her the savings, he said:
“All right, now I go.” I shall come frequently. My men also will come to meet you. You won’t have any
trouble.” Champa held him tight by both his legs, and wailed:
“No, no. I will not let you go. You can’t go, leaving me all alone here.” Looking him in the face, she said, “I
want nothing; we shall labor and live together, and die together.”
Sher Singh melted like wax.
*
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They began a new life together. Sher Singh was employed in an iron factory. But the manner in which he got
the work left him vexed for several days:
“I shall work and earn by the sweat of my brow. But why did the officer take five hundred rupees from me to
ensure this employment? After all, what is this?”
Champa was in the advanced stage of pregnancy, so she stayed at home. But the new life didn’t at all suit Sher
Singh. His bowels were upset, and occasionally he had a headache or body pain. He was fast losing his health. All
the food articles—milk, butter, oil, flour, spices—he bought in the market were either adulterated, spurious, short
weight or rotten. The prices, nevertheless, were as high as ever. There was a marked difference between the
government and the market rates. But things were not available at the government rates, and everybody couldn’t
afford to buy at the market rates. Even such people as were employed and working found it very difficult to make
both ends meet. He came to know that there were the law and the law enforcing agencies to check such illegal
activities and punish the culprits. Then, this anarchy and lawlessness? He heard that powerful men could cheat
and break the law. The rich could purchase even the custodians of law. The weak and the poor were sandwiched
between pelf and power. Loot and disorder prevailed everywhere.
Law was a varnish, society was a disguise, and government was a curtain. Was it robbery to plunder someone
without any disguise, curtain and varnish? He learned that the persons deputed to stop robbery and such other
activities took bribes and kept up civilized dacoity. In this society, the cat and the robber were appointed to guard
the milk and the treasure, for which they are handsomely paid.
Sher Singh was confused and suffocated in this abode of law. In the jungle Champa’s arguments had made him
feel guilty and reprehensible. But the life in town forced him to shed this feeling, and now he began to retort
Champa. What he saw, heard or experienced in the town prompted him to question Champa:
“Where is your law? Where is your society? Where are those who put a price of ten thousand on Sher Singh’s
head? Where are those who have licensed lakhs of robbers in the town but are after the blood of a Sher Singh of
the jungle?”
Champa didn’t have the tongue and wit to answer such questions. And how could she answer? Are the wounds
of leprosy ever concealed by cotton? But gradually Sher Singh had to accustom himself to the new situation, just
like millions of other people who thirsted for the blood of the Sher Singh of the jungle but couldn’t even touch the
Sher Singhs of the town. Some discontented, sensitive and angry people raised the slogan of “revolution,” but this
term was only on lips or paper. Like the weak and the poor, “revolution” also was sandwiched between wealth and
power.
These were the circumstances in which Champa gave birth to her first child. Sher Singh had already been
imprisoned by Champa. Now another chain was put on his legs in the form of the child. Otherwise, this new
world was tearing him to pieces. The man who had been robbing others had now himself become a victim of the
robbers. Only the small, separate world of his house was pleasant to him; the rest of the world tormented him.
*
Three years elapsed, but the society did not change at all. The child Bhim Singh looked five years old when he
was only three. He was very charming, lively and healthy. Champa and Sher Singh were very much proud and
deeply enamored of him. She used to say:
“I shall make him a police inspector.” But Sher Singh disagreed with this petty ambition:
“No, no, I shall make him a minister to whom all the licensed robbers would pay their obeisance.”
But fate had in store for the child neither the post of a minister nor that of a police inspector—he died when he
was hardly three and a half years old. As Sher Singh firmly believed, Bhim Singh was killed by the world of law.
Bhim Singh ate the sweets bought from the confectioner’s and was taken ill. When his condition worsened, he
was rushed to the hospital. The doctor examined him and found that his illness had been caused by the toxic effect
of the sweets. An inquiry revealed that the oil used for preparing the sweets was adulterated. Two costly injections
by the doctors proved ineffective—one was spurious, and the other outdated and harmful. Bhim Singh didn’t wait
for the third injection and expired.
The light had gone out of Sher Singh’s house. The next day, he got ready to leave for the jungle with a pistol
and a blanket hanging down his shoulders.
“Champa, I’m going. You may enjoy this abode of law and place of peace.”
Champa blocked his way, and asked, “Where are you going?”
“Back to the wilds.”
“Shoot me down before you leave.”
“I’ll take you back. But let me first have a glimpse of my world,” Sher Singh reassured her.
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“But what about this second child of yours?” Champa stammered.
“But there are many months to it?” Sher Singh said in exasperation.
“Not many but two months and a half only,” she persisted. Then she advanced and took off his blanket. He
took a deep breath and surrendered.
*
Two months passed by, and one evening, when Sher Singh returned from the factory, he found Champa crying
with pangs of birth. She had been restless since noon. But none could take the message to the factory as it was
situated at a long distance from the town. None could even telephone. As soon as Champa saw Sher Singh, she
cried out:
“Take me to the hospital at once; I am dying, I shall die.”
Sher Singh was completely nonplussed. She was writhing so much that it was not easy to carry her to the
hospital. He ran to a doctor in the neighborhood, who advised him to hospitalize the patient at once. The doctor
also phoned the hospital for an ambulance. But it didn’t come even after an hour. The condition of the patient was
fast deteriorating. At last, Sher Singh had to take her to the hospital in a cycle rickshaw.
In the hospital, there was none to attend on even such a serious patient. After half an hour, Champa was taken
to the labor room, but there also no doctor was present to take up the case.
Sher Singh went in search of the doctor on duty, who he found engaged in jolly talk with his friends. When he
requested the doctor to attend the patient, the latter replied that he was getting ready. Thrice he requested him, and
thrice he got the same answer. When the midwife announced the seriousness of the case, the doctor asked her to
make necessary preparations till he took tea.
He came at last to declare the patient dead and express his sorrow. Sher Singh was stunned. He could not
believe his Champa to be dead. When. the doctor turned to go, Sher Singh called him:
“Doctor!” The doctor turned round. Sher Singh shouted:
“But, I had brought her alive, just an hour and a half before.”
Even as people were staring at Sher Singh, two shots rang out, piercing the doctor’s chest. There was a
stampede, and Sher Singh got away. On the third day, Sher Singh stood at the frontier of his abode of lawlessness,
and stared back at the abode of law with a wry smile that seemed to say:
“Let the murderers in the abode of law enjoy their world. Well, we shall meet again only when the lawmakers
become law-abiding.”
He turned with a glance full of hatred, and disappeared into the jungle.
35.74 Deliverance\fn{by Nelluri Kesavaswamy (1920-1984)} Hyderabad, Hyderabad District, Ahndhra Pradesh, India
(M) 6
At almost ten o’clock in the night, Sultan was in bed, reclining against his pillow. He wore a colorful lungi and
mukhmali kurta. Golden complexion, chiseled features, a paan in his mouth, red lips—in the light of the mercury
lamp, he looked like a prince. He was listening to the cricket commentary over the radio. The last test was being
played in London between England and Pakistan. Eyes closed, Sultan listened with rapt attention.
He heard someone knock softly on the door. A pause, and it was heard again. And accompanied by the tinkle of
bangles. He reduced the volume. The third time he heard the sound clearly. Sultan was surprised. He couldn’t
understand which of the womenfolk could be knocking at his door that late.
“Who is it?” he said rather loudly.
No response. Silence.
Just when he thought of raising the volume, he heard a bangled hand knock on the door again. He was cross.
He reluctantly got out of the bed, unbolted the door, and opened it. Right before him stood Shireen.
Is this Shireen? Always in soiled clothes, unkempt hair, drifting around among the dasis. Is this girl that
Shireen? And what’s this make-up? Expensive red silk shalwar-kameez, a flimsy green dupatta, hair combed
smoothly with a long black braid like a black cobra, jhumkas, a nose-screw with a white stone in the right nostril,
a pearl string round the neck, arms covered with bangles, a thin layer of powder on the face, colyrium in the eyes,
red color on the lips—of an age just entering youth. She glowed like a houri in the light dropping from the room.
“You … you are Shireen, aren’t you?”
She nodded her head.
“Why? Why have you come? What do you want?”
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The lowered head, lowered further. As if to say something she opened her lips. Her white teeth flashed, the
lower lip quivered. The lips closed up again. She stood quietly.
“What, why don’t you answer? Why have you come?”
She gave him a scared look. The lips separated again. With much difficulty she could say”
“Bay … Begum … Begum saheba …”— “Oon, Begum saheba?”— “… asked me to come.”
Sultan was shocked.
“What? Begum saheba, you … to me …?” he spoke loudly.
Quickly, Shireen covered his mouth with her right hand, looked around nervously, frightened like a fawn.
Sultan felt sorry for her. But he understood, understood everything. He was filled with anger, rage.
“Chee! Get away!” he said flinging Shireen’s hand down. He then banged the door shut. He went to his bed
and sat down, his heart was still palpitating. He raised the volume of the transistor, attempting to listen to the
commentary. But he couldn’t concentrate. The commentary ended after a while. The day’s play was over, though
Sultan was in no state to know the score. His mind was troubled. Switching off the transistor, he got up and turned
off the light. Then, in the darkness of night he heard someone sob softly. He went to the door and listened. Yes, he
heard someone cry. It was Shireen who stood there, weeping.
And then he heard the approaching footsteps. He could sense that someone was helping Shireen rise to her feet
and escort her away. Sultan went right back and lying back in bed shut his eyes.
But he just couldn’t sleep for a long time. Haunted by different sorts of past memories, he began to feel giddy.
Oon, so he too couldn't escape this; this wretched custom had still not left the family. He had heard so many
stories; some he had witnessed on his own. Even today he was saddened to see Jugnoo. In those days she was
buxom, pretty, and vivacious! As if to convey meaning and substance to her name, she would twinkle, glitter like
a firefly, and laugh merrily.
That laughter he heard one day coming from the little elder brother’s room. He was startled. In a few days it
became clear to him that Siraj was having an affair with that girl. And it astounded him to discover that their
liaison was being encouraged in the house. Would Siraj marry Jugnoo? Was it proper to go about like this without
being married?
He received yet another shock thereafter when he learnt that Jugnoo was pregnant. His anxieties were
heightened. Would Jugnoo give birth to a baby outside wedlock? If so, what would happen to the family’s name
and prestige?
“No, this shouldn’t happen. Siraj must marry Jugnoo at once. That’s the only way out,” concluded Sultan.
That evening he went to his brother’s room. Siraj looked relaxed, elegantly smoking a cigarette, reading a book
in Urdu. He sat up as soon as he saw his younger brother step into his room.
“Come, come, Sultan! Come … you’ve never come to my room like this before. Why have you come this
way?” he said, welcoming him.
In a household where people were not so well-educated, Sultan, who was doing well in his studies, was not
only treated affectionately but also feared and respected. Sultan stood there, staring at his elder brother.
“Come, come and sit here. What’s so special?”
Sultan sat on a chair without knowing how to broach the subject he had come to discuss. He hesitated a little
before saying:
“Bhaijan, I wish to ask you something, I hope yon won’t mind?”
“Why should I mind? Go ahead and ask.”
“You … when are you marrying?”
“Me? Marry?” Siraj was taken aback. But he recovered quickly and laughed a little. “Why, have you found a
good girl for me?” he said mockingly.
“Why should I? Haven’t you been seeing one everyday? She’s in our own house—”
“In our own house? Who could that be?”
“Jugnoo.”
“Jugnoo? Marriage with her? Ah ha ha, ha!” Siraj guffawed, almost blowing off the roof of the house.
Sultan was nonplussed.
Controlling himself a little, Siraj said:
“So, the news has reached you as well. Great! You are growing up fast But then, younger brother, you can’t as
yet understand these matters. Still young, aren’t you? You’ll understand everything in due course. In the meantime, don’t break your head over such useless thoughts. Study hard like a good boy, go.”
“But … but bade bhai!” Sultan wanted to say something more.
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“Ush! Stop. No more. Back to your studies … go on!” He cut short the conversation.
Sultan rose slowly and came out. He was not satisfied. It was clear that his brother was not serious in his affair
with Jugnoo. He was merely playing a cat and mouse game. He was surely going to ruin her life, after all. What
could he do he asked himself? He thought furiously. Finally he found a way out. Immediately he left for the
zenankhana.
Outside Begum saheba’s door sat Shireen. She stood up the moment she saw him.
“Tell Begum saheba that I’ve come.”
She flitted into the room, returned presently and said he was being asked to enter.
Sultan followed after a while. Reclining against pillows on a mukhmal was Begum saheba. Greeting her,
Sultan sat at a distance. She blessed him and gestured to him to sit next to her. Caressing his head:
“What bete! What do you want? Need any money for books?” she asked him affectionately.
“No, Ammi, I haven’t come for that.”
“Then?”
“Bhai. About Siraj bhai …”
“What happened? Has Siraj said anything to you?”
“Not that Ammijan! When are you performing Siraj bhai’s marriage?”
“Oh, that …?” said his mother with a smile. “Will do it, soon.”
“Really, Ammi?” he said excitedly. “Are you going to do it soon?”
“We will. We’ve received a number of proposals. Choosing the best among them.”
Sultan was jolted.
“What, Ammijan! Will you look for someone outside?”
“Where else?”
“Isn’t she here inside the house?”
“Who?”
“Jugnoo.”
Begum saheba was startled.
“What? Siraj’s marriage with Jugnoo … are you out of your mind? A servant-girl, a slave who lies beside our
shoes, my son’s marriage with such a woman?”
“But Ammi! Everyday, bhai saheb …”
“Oon, what’s he doing?”
“Jugnoo … Jugnoo keeps going into bhai saheb’s room every single day.”
“What, if she does? Dasis do that. Don’t they come to your room, tell me?”
“Not that, Ammi. Jugnoo is pregnant.”
“Sultan!!” thundered Begum saheba. She looked angry, outraged.
Sultan was terrified. He had never seen his mother like that. Unable to look into her eyes, he lowered his head.
“Wretched whore! I’ll set her right,” his mother was saying. Toning down a little, she patted him on his back,
“Sultan bete! Go and study. Don’t think of irrelevant things.”
Without a word, Sultan left.
“Why did Ammi abuse Jugnoo instead of reprimanding Siraj bhai?”
He failed to understand.
Before a week elapsed, Jugnoo disappeared from the house. Nobody knew where and why she went away.
When the other maids were asked, they simply giggled and evaded a reply. Siraj bhai went around as merrily as
ever.
Within a month, Siraj bhai’s marriage was fixed. His wedding with Zulekha, daughter of Arif Nawab, was
celebrated with much fanfare.
When Sultan first saw Zulekha he was reminded of Jugnoo. The simple-looking Jugnoo, Sultan felt, was more
beautiful than Zulekha who looked like a silver image in her wedding finery. Poor girl! Where could she be? What
was she doing? Was she alive? Or, had she committed suicide, a victim of bhai saheb’s injustice?
Six months later, he spotted a woman who looked like Jugnoo. He was baffled. Was it she? Of course. But she
had changed completely. The old robustness, the dignity, agility, was missing. As though sucked dry, she had
atrophied. She looked like a living corpse, without any glow on her face. There was no sparkle in her eyes.
Next day, while everyone in the house was resting in the afternoon, Sultan saw Jugnoo in the garden, leaning
against a tree and looking into the distance. Without being noticed by her Sultan approached her from behind. He
observed that her eyes were directed only at Siraj bhai’s room.
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“Jugnoo bhabhi!”
Startled, she turned round sharply, and looked scared.
“You … called me bhabhi?” The dykes had burst, tears rolled down in streams. “No, nawab, no! Don’t call me
that. If someone hears, I’ll be flayed alive. Please go, please go away,” she said and ran away. Sultan stood aghast.
Later, Sultan learnt that it was not uncommon to have a dasi in the nawabi household. Before chote bhai
saheb, the bade bhai saheb had a dasi allocated exclusively to him. In fact she died in labor because she was
unable to deliver the bhai saheb’s stillborn child. Sultan was repelled to discover all this and resolved not to
follow this terrible practice. Disgusted, he insisted on leaving for Aligarh to pursue higher studies.
He observed Jugnoo whenever he came back from Aligarh. On one occasion he noticed a distinct improvement
in her, though the spirit and glow of former times was still missing. She would perform her daily chores in a
disinterested and mechanical way. Whenever she saw Sultan, she would look confused and avoid facing him.
When Sultan learnt that Jugnoo was assigned to serve his sister- in-law, Zulekha, he felt greatly pained and
distressed.
This time, Sultan returned home for good. He had completed his MA. in the “History of Islam” and was ranked
first in the university. Before returning home, he had applied for a lecturer’s post, though he did not disclose this
fact to his mother or brothers.
His encounter with Shireen in his room took place on the fourth day after his return from Aligarh.
He lost sleep while recapitulating the incidents of the past. Time and again, he would think of Shireen’s
blooming, enchanting face … he did not know what to do. But he was certain of what he shouldn’t be doing. He
should not sink low like his forefathers, his elder brothers. Jugnoo, the innocent girl, should not be a sacrificial
lamb to maintain the time-honored traditions of this household. He could not allow this to happen, he would not,
most certainly not. And there was only one way—to run away from the place.
It didn’t matter where he went. He just had to flee. After this resolution, Sultan felt somewhat relieved.
Gradually, he went off to sleep.
“Hello Professor, may I come in?”
It was Sultan’s brother-in-law, Shaukat Mirza. He was Farida’s husband and Sultan’s maternal uncle’s son. His
family also had a small jagir. As the only son, he was brought up indulgently. His father had been killed in a tigerhunt while he was a kid. After that, his family became more indulgent towards him, encouraging him to develop
all sorts of bad habits. He did not study much—simply roamed around as a care-free, pleasure-seeking person. It
was said that there wasn’t a kotha in Mehboob ki Mehendi, Hyderabad, that he hadn’t been to. Occasionally, he
would even drink.
Everybody said that soon after Farida’s birth it was decided to marry her off to Mirza. But Sultan’s father did
not like the idea. If he had been alive he would not have allowed the marriage to take place! But it was eventually
performed on Ammijaan’s insistence.
Sultan had no love for Mirza. He was aggrieved that his brother-in-law’s conduct anguished his sister. Though
she did not express herself openly, the reality was that the Mirza spent a good deal of his time in Mehboob ki
Mehendi. That is why he stayed mostly in Hyderabad rather than at his own place. That is also why Farida spent
almost all her time with her mother in the same city. This caused unhappiness to both the mother and the daughter.
Mirza closed the door as soon as he entered. Sultan looked at him, surprised. Mirza pulled a chair and sat close
to his brother-in-law.
“Well, you really seem to have become a professor? Completed your M.A., I hear? What next then?”
“I haven’t thought of anything so far,” was Sultan’s laconic reply. Sultan looked at him, as though to inquire
what the matter was.
“Your people have not given you the right name, I say.”
“How?”
“Sultan means what? King, Emperor. But you have no qualities of an Emperor or a King!”
“Meaning?”
“Last night when a laddoo-like girl entered your room, should you have spurned her?”
Sultan froze. He looked solemn. Keeping silent for a little while, he said:
“Look here, sir, Shaukat bhai! Your views and mine are like parallel lines. There is no point of convergence.
What’s the point in debating now?”
“It’s not me. Do you know that your sister and mother are hurt?”
“Why?”
“Because you have not observed our family norms.”
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“Oho! So all this is your conspiracy.”
“What else? It was your mother who brought her from her village for you and brought her up in this house.
Who do you think decked her up so beautifully last night? Your own sister.”
Looking sharply into his brother-in-law’s eyes, Sultan said firmly:
“Shaukat bhai! If mother and sister are so fond of her, will you kindly find out if they will do something?”
“What?”
“Please tell them to marry me to Shireen.”
“Marriage? Ha, ha, ha!”
Exactly like Siraj that day, laughed Mirza. Controlling himself a little, he resumed:
“You are a very funny fellow! Yes, yes, of course. You had said the same about Jugnoo. Where do you think
the bitch is? Wherever she deserves to be.”
“Shaukat bhai! You better talk within decent limits.”
“Decent? Decent about a dasi bitch? Why, had you too eyed her?”
“Shaukat bhai!” Sultan shouted angrily.
“Arre, why do you shout like that? Do you believe she was virtuous? Even I had made love to her on four
occasions.”
Sultan stood up immediately.
“Please go! Please go away immediately from my room. And never come back. There is no more respect for
you here. Please! Get out!” he shouted loudly.
“All right, I haven’t come here on my own. Came here because your sister sent me,” said Mirza, and left
quietly.
Sultan banged the door, started breathing heavily and slumped on his bed. No, he could no longer live in this
poisonous atmosphere. Must get out. But, how? He thought and thought. There was only one ray of hope.
Immediately he got up and wrote a letter to his professor in Aligarh—that he needed a job immediately, that he
should kindly support his application. His letter carried a fervent appeal.
Sultan went to Farida thereafter. She was seated all alone in her room, reading a book.
“Farida baaji!”
“Isn’t Shaukat bhai in, baaji?”
“Why? Is there anything still left?”
“Not that baaji! Somehow I got carried away and insulted my respected brother-in-law. I regret it. I’ve come to
apologize.”
“Really?”
“Yes, baaji! Last night I was also stupid. You and Ammijaan must pardon me, see you,” he said looking
quickly into her eyes. Noticing that she had softened a little he came away satisfied.
That night, keeping the door ajar, he kept waiting. Exactly at ten, he heard the tinkle of bangles near the door.
“Who is it? You may come in,” he said tenderly.
The door opened a little. Shireen peeped in and stepped back immediately.
“Shireen! Is it you? Come right in, why do you hesitate?”
Shireen stepped in. Stood there, head lowered.
“Come, bolt the door, and come right away.”
She looked at him once, as though querying if it was true. Shireen bolted the door, came up slowly, stood a
couple of steps away. Sultan looked at her steadily. Today’s make-up was still more enchanting than yesterday’s.
“Why have you stopped? Come and sit here,” he said, showing her the place next to him on the bed. Shireen
came and sat there.
Putting a finger under her chin he raised her face, rolling back with the left hand the dupatta on her head, he
said:
“Now, look here.”
Shireen did not look. She shut her eyes. Her lips were quivering. Sultan bent forward and delicately kissed her
lips. That’s all, after that he could not restrain himself any more, he pulled Shireen close and hugged her
passionately.
After that Shireen came every night. Every night they roamed the heavens …
On the tenth day a letter came from Aligarh. His professor had written to him. Sultan’s application had been
cleared, and the order was about to be issued, and he could come immediately and join duty. Sultan was delighted.
He ran to his mother immediately.
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“Ammijaan!” he cried, as he entered.
Begum saheba lay on the bed; Shireen was pressing her legs. Sultan looked sharply at her.
“Shireen! Out you go!” he shouted.
Looking frightened, Shireen fled. Begum sat up. She sensed that her son was overwhelmed with joy.
“What Sultan! Why are you so happy, what’s so special?” she asked him.
“Nothing Ammi!” he said and came and sat close to her. “I have to ask you for something.”
“Say it, what’s it?”
“Me … when are you performing my marriage?”
“Marriage? … your …?” Begum eyed him with surprise and suspicion.
“Yes, Ammi! I want to marry early.”
Begum became more suspicious.
“Whom? Who do you want to marry?”
“Who, how do I know, Ammi? If you fix any girl you like I shall marry her,” said Sultan innocently.
Begum relaxed. “Is that all?”
“What else did you think, Ammi?”
“Who knows … in your madness, Shireen”
“Tcha, tcha. Am I going to marry a dasi woman, Ammi? I’ll marry a girl from a family that has the same status
as ours.”
“Of course, that can be done. Why look elsewhere? What about Shaukat bhai’s sister?”
“You decide. But soon.”
“That’s all right! But what’s the hurry?”
“Hurry, of course, Ammi! My studies are over, right? Now I want to marry and settle down.”
“Good, do as you wish.”
“Ammijaan! Another request.”
“What?”
“All these days I have been lost in studies. Haven’t been anywhere. Now I feel like going to places.”
“Where do you want to go?”
“Agra, Ajanta, Ellora!”
“Go ahead, what’s there, what’s wrong with that?”
“If you permit, I’ll take Shireen along.”
“Shireen? Tcha, tcha, you’ll roam around with a dasi woman? What a disgrace!”
“Ammi! She is a dasi in our house. Who would know elsewhere?”
“Why not go with your own wife after marriage?”
“Then, we’ll go to Kashmir for a month. Let us go meanwhile to nearby places, Ammi! Please don’t say no.”
“All right, go. How much money do you want? Will two thousand rupees do?”
“Oh that should be enough. We’ll be back in ten days?”
Without further delay Sultan reserved two berths. He had his clothes and Shireen’s clothes packed in two
suitcases. On the third day itself he left with Shireen. But he didn’t stop in Agra. He proceeded to Delhi and then
to Aligarh. After another ten days, he wrote to his mother.
Ammijaan!
My humble greetings. Please forgive me. I’ve done two things that would be unacceptable to you. First of all, I’ve
come far away from the contrived atmosphere of our nawabi families that are steadily in decline. I’ve come here for
good, far removed from loathsome customs and demeaning attitudes. Please don’t look for me. I shall definitely not
return. Secondly, I’ve got married. The bride’s name is Shireen, the person you brought up with much affection. I did
not think I could marry Shaukat bhai’s sister or the daughter of some other nawab raised in such an artificial
environment. Shireen is absolutely innocent. I can mould her. I have no doubt that ours will be an ideal marriage.
Ammijaan!
I’m your favourite youngest child. And given your love and affection for me, I hope you'll forgive me. I trust that
some day you’ll accept Shireen as your youngest daughter-in-law. That’s when both of us would come to you for your
blessings. Until then, please bless us from a distance.
Your dear youngest son
Sultan

266.68 Excerpt from God’s Plan Works: An Autobiography\fn{by Savitri Bajaj (1920-after 1991)} Calcutta, Calcutta
District, India (F) 10
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1
I was born with the traditional “silver spoon”—in a very orthodox Marwan family, whose lineage can be traced
back to more than seven generations. For decades my father’s ancestors had lived in Ramgarh (a small town in the
present integrated State of Rajasthan). During those days, Ramgarh was under the tutelage of Sikar State, which
on its part owed allegiance to the larger State of Jaipur. The ruler of Sikar was known as Rao Raja and my
grandfather, Radhakrishnajl Poddar, was held in great esteem and regard by the then Rao Raja
Madhosingji.\fn{1866?-1922}
The custom those days was that no ladies could wear gold ornaments on their feet, in the territor ies under Sikar
State, except the ladies of the Rao Raja’s household. Such was the eminence of my grandfather, Radhakrishnajl
and his close relationship with the Rao Raja that a “grant” was made whereby his daughters-in-law could wear
gold kadas on their feet.
This may sound very slavish and primitive today but It was a matter of pride during those times. My mother
has so often narrated this fact to me whenever we reminisced about the bygone days. I would listen with rapt
attention to the incidents my mother narrated.
*
Rajasthan was an arid region, with not much scope for business or advancement. Traveling was not easy. One
had to travel for days on camels. More and more people from Marwar and other places in Rajasthan would go to
search of livelihood to big towns in other parts of India. My great-great- grandfather, Ghurusamalji, came to
Mathura, in Uttar Pradesh, about a hundred years back. They started the business of insurance. They insured the
safe transport of goods of different types. The goods were ferried across the rivers or were carried on camels from
place to place. Some sort of pledge was given, which was written on a theekri, that is, a piece of stone and given
to the party concerned. Business was done more on the basis of trust in those days. No elab orate receipts and
back-breaking form-filling of modern days. Complicated business dealings were yet unknown.
*
Churusamalji came to buy several havelis\fn{Houses} in Mathura and gradually settled down there. He was a
deeply religious man and a devotee of Shree Govinddevji.\fn{ Another name for Vishnu} He built a temple for Shri
Govinddevji in Mathura which is revered by the family even today. Morning and evening, he would offer puja at
the altar of the deity.
There is an anecdote which conveys my great-great-grand-father’s deep devotion to his God. One afternoon, he
was lying down in his room, resting after his meals. A servant was pulling the hand punkah.\fn{Fan} The room
was shaded and cool. All of a sudden my grandfather began to feel hot and started perspiring, apparently for no
obvious reason. He could not understand this phenomena. Then a thought struck him and he rushed to Shri
Govinddevji’s temple. The boy pulling the hand-punkah for the deity had gone to sleep, causing discomfort to his
dol. In these days of materialism, scientific and technological advancement and general cynicism towards
godliness, such an incident would be laughed away as ludicrous and based on superstition and hearsay.
This incident may be merely an anecdote: one cannot tell; but it does convey the piety of the person and his
love and faith in God, which I find truly beautiful, symbolic of his basic love for mankind. Gandhiji symbolized
his god as daridranarayan—the God of the poor. According to him, whoever served the poor, truly served his
God. Empty chanting of religious hymns have no meaning.
*
Ghurusamalji’s benevolence and kindness, accompanied by a native simplicity, is proven by another interesting story, which has been handed down from generation to generation to the present times.
It was winter-time in Ramgarh. One night my great-grandfather was disturbed by the howling of the jackals.
On enquiring from his servants about the reason for this noise, they said
“Hukum,\fn{Your honour} due to the bitter cold, the jackals are suffering and need blankets with which to cover
themselves.”
Ghurusamalji immediately gave orders for distribution of woolen blankets to the distressed jackals. After some
days, the howling was heard again. Sethji enquired again. This time the glib reply was that now the jackals were
blessing Sethji for having given them the warm blankets.
How far credence can be given to such a story is a moot point. A person of Ghurusamalji’s stature could not be
so gullible. The blankets obviously were taken by the munims\fn{Managers} and servants. It only proves piety and
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goodness of heart. My great-grandfather knowingly—because of compassion for his servants—deliberately made
himself gullible.
Besides the business of insurance, opium too was a flourishing trade which was conducted from Ujjain (in
Madhya Pradesh). The firm’s munimji\fn{Manager} Jaynarainji looked after this business and was given Rs. 50/per month as emolument, which came to just Rs. 600/- per year. It is astounding to see how the value of rupee has
steadily eroded, within the last 50-60 years.
In 1914, my grandfather Seth Radhakrishnaji shifted from Mathura to Calcutta—seeking fresh pastures for
advancement in business. He bought a building in the business center called Kaligodam and in the beginning his
men lived in the rooms above. When the family shifted to Calcutta, they lived in a rented house on Harrison Road.
As business grew, Seth Radhakrishnaji bought buildings in the best residential areas at that time. Most of the
business expanded from the rooms at Kaligodam—hence the place is considered very auspicious.
The Birlas too started their business in a humble way from a room at Kailgodam which they rented out from
the Poddars. They still keep this room for luck. From practically nothing, gradually the Birla Empire grew to its
present stature. A living example of hard work, enterprise and vision plus a large slice of luck.
*
Grandfather was successful in getting the Burmah Shell Agencies for kerosene, for the whole of India. There
were roughly 300-400 branches spread all over the country with Head Offices in Calcutta, Bombay, Madras and
Karachi. Soon the business firm “Tarachand Ghanshyamdas” (T.G. in short) came to be known for its integrity
and straightforward dealings. Their word alone was good enough for any transaction.
Father told me that when grandfather used to travel by train, at practically every station he would receive a
royal reception. Fresh drinking water, milk and food of every kind would be brought. Families like ours observed
lot of religious taboos and did not eat at stations or even food cooked by anyone except Brahmins.
The Poddars were known as banias in the Burmah Shell offices. I remember quite often, before my marriage,
asking for banians on the phone when we wish to speak to father. I used to wonder what the word meant. Much
later I realized that it was simply the English version of bania, that is the trading community. In English the
pronunciation became so different that it was difficult to guess its Hindi origin.
There were hundreds of munims and servants working for the firm of Tarachand Ghanshyamdas. It was easy
money and the family lived in the lap of luxury. With hereditary money and comfortable living came indolence,
lack of initiative and ambition. So, what the great-grandfather had created and built up disin tegrated, and the most
ancient firm of Tarachand Ghanshyamdas was dissolved in 1957.
Grandfather Radhakrishnaji was progressive in his thoughts and ways. He did not allow life to become a rut.
For his times, he was different from the others. He attended the Delhi Durbar in 1911, when King George and
Queen Mary came to India. The invitation to the Durbar was obtained through one Bhajanlalji Lohia, who had
contacts with the officials and noted as a liaison man. I feel that father had inherited this progressive bent of mind
from grandfather
2
My father was one of four brothers and three sisters. Father was the third son. His mother died a bare 17 days
after the birth of my youngest aunt. The children were left motherless at a very young age. The younger ones were
looked after by some close friends of the family.
My father, Lakshmanprasadji, was born in Mathura in 1898, on the 23 rd of December. Father as well as all my
three uncles are named after deities—Raghunathprasad, Jankiprasad, Lakshmanprasad and Hanumanprasad. The
names are taken from the epic Ramayan, and the additional prasad means gift. A child was looked upon as a gift
from the Gods.
Father spent his childhood in Mathura and went to a missionary school there. To go to a missionary school in
early 1900, was quite a break from the usual method of education for the rich Marwari boys. They would go to a
pathshal\fn{A Hindi school run by a Panditji} for a few years and may be, have a private tutor at home. That would be
the sum total of their education. This much was considered enough to launch them in their business career. The
rest would be achieved by their native intelligence, common sense and grounding in business-methods.
There was no question of educating the girls at all. May be they would pick up a little smattering of the
alphabet so as to be able to read the religious books.
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When grandfather shifted to Calcutta in 1914, father joined “Vlshudhanand Saraswati Vidyalaya” from where
he passed his matriculation examination. Later he joined the Presidency College but did not pursue his studies,
after his marriage In 1916—at the age of 18.
Father was very much Interested in literature. Shastras and languages. He had taken Sanskrit for his
Matriculation, as well as in college. His studies of Sanskrit literature, Upanishads and Vedas he continued even
after leaving college. A learned Pandit came to the house to coach him in these subjects. Father was interested in
our Hindu culture, civilization and heritage. This interest continued till the end. He was fond of reading books on
these subjects. Even at the age of 82, his mind was as alert as ever.
He passed away in January 1982, after a prolonged illness and much suffering. Having lived in Bengal for
most of his life, he had imbibed a deep love for Bengali literature, drama, etc. After my marriage, whenever I
went to Calcutta, we always saw the Bengali plays running at the Theatres.
Father had a multi-splendored personality. He was a keen sportsman and for years together was a regular tennis
player in the well-known “South Club” at Calcutta. Even today South Club is the premier club for tennis and most
of the National and International Tennis Championships are held here during winter months. Father was one of the
first tennis champions of the club and one can see his name on the plaque even today. He was a good football
player too, taking part In matches. Later on, in the 30’s. a “Rowing Club” was formed for Indians for learning
boating in the Dhakuria Lake in Calcutta.
There was one already existing, which was exclusively for the English. Apartheid was blatantly practiced.
Father was the first rowing champion, both In the singles and the doubles events in the regatta held by the
Lake Club. Both these clubs were along the lovely Dhakuria Lake. Yearly regattas took place between the “English Club” and the “Indian Lake Club”.
Father never rested on his laurels. After some years, he got the idea of form ing a similar Club for the Marwari
youths. Absorbed in business affairs from an early age, very few young men took interest in any form of exercise,
or body-building. Getting together a few like-minded persons interested in this project, a rowing club known as
“Marwarl Rowing Club” was started in the early forties. With changing times and thinking, the nomenclature of
the club was changed to “Bengal Rowing Club”. It was the correct thing to do. The club was not meant to cater to
Marwaris only but was open to all communities. But as there was already the “Lake Club” in existence, this club
continued to be favoured mostly by Marwaris only.
Some kind of enthusiasm was sustained till my father (and later my younger brother) was secretary and a
number of young men did come for rowing and also took part in the regattas. The Marwari women never showed
such inclination for this sport. Later on a swimming pool was built in the club area to entice more men and
women to the club. Separate days and timings were fixed for women so that they could enjoy the swim in privacy.
There were rooms for table-tennis and billiards.
Unfortunately, not much rowing is being done at the club since several years. It is patronized by members
mostly in the evenings on holidays, for sitting around the lovely lawns and enjoying the beautiful view of the
Lakes. A wide variety of vegetarian cuisine is provided for the pleasure of the members.
*
My eldest uncle Raghunathprasadji got married when he was only 10 years old. These were the days of early
marriages. At that time the bride did not come to live in her husband’s home immediately after marriage. Only
when she was older and reached the age of puberty did she come to her in-laws’ home. Another ceremony took
place on this occasion and a sort of second dowry was given to the girl and to the in-laws.
*
Grandfather Radhakrishnaji died In the year 1916, when his first grandson, my elder brother was only one and
half years old. There was an older grand-daughter by my second uncle, Jankiprasadji, but for Hindus the birth of
sons and grandsons is very important for perpetuation of the family name. All the four brothers continued to live
as a joint family in No. 10, Central Avenue, Calcutta which was the family home. One of the brothers still owns it.
Father had a big family of five children by 1930. My eldest uncle Raghunathprasadji had no offspring, the
second uncle only a daughter and the youngest was married only a few years back. Hence this large family
belonging to one brother was rather a thorn in the flesh, in a joint family system. A much larger expen diture for
one brother could not be tolerated by others. My mother was made unhappy and there was inner dis content and
discord in daily living. This state of affairs could not continue for long.
*
One of the first motor-cars in Calcutta—a Sunbeam model—was bought by the family. I do not remember ever
sitting in the car, which was monopolized by my eldest uncle. I must say one thing in his defense that he was a
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great car-lover. He loved his car like a beloved child and disliked the idea of anyone else using it. Even later my
uncle used his own car very sparingly and we had teased him about this over the years.
Anyway, this car too was a bone of contention in the family, especially amongst the ladies, that is, with my
mother and aunts. They were right in their resentment. Anything bought from the family-funds belonged to all the
family members and each and everyone had a right to its use. Respect and regard for elders was traditionally
ingrained in the younger brothers, hence nothing much could be done about it.
*
My eldest uncle and aunt first left the family home to take up separate residence. They bought a house in a
more sophisticated area. The old home in Central Avenue was in the congested area of old Calcutta. Soon after,
father followed, to avoid these bickerings. He also wished to forge ahead along a new course of life for him self
and his family. Father took up residence in Alipore, a part of Calcutta where mostly Britishers lived in the 1930s.
Father rented a lovely house, with sprawling gardens at Hastings Road which belonged to a Chaju ramji
Chowdhry, the father of a close friend of his—Sajjankumar. The family lived next door to us. Our gardens were
adjoining and there was lot of coming and going between the two families.
Now followed a process of metamorphosis for this family. We children did not realize the catalystic change
and contrast so much: children are apt to accept and take things in their stride. God has made them malleable and
adjustable. But it was a very different way of life for my mother. Looking back. I think she faced the challenges
courageously and in my estimation did very well indeed.
*
I have not spoken much of my mother all this while.
She was 13 at the time of her marriage and just knew her three R’s like other girls of her age. Till father shifted
to Alipore, mother was observing purdah. Father, gradually and with much patience brought about a tremendous
change in her way of living and only to a certain extent, in her way of thinking. Father had discarded outmoded
traditions and did not believe in the distinctions of caste and creed. He rebelled against a lot of Marwari customs
and old-fashioned ways. Father succeeded in bringing about an outward change in mother but her basic beliefs
and faith in religion, traditions and taboos remained deeply ingrained. She did not believe in giving too much
freedom to girls either. In spite of her own thinking and beliefs, she stopped observing purdah, learnt the English
language and English ways and slowly became an accomplished modern lady.
All was now set for the next stage—a sojourn abroad.
*
Father was a “social revolutionary” of his times. He was very much impressed and affected by the “modern
wind” blowing in the thirties. He wished his children to be educated in the best of English schools. He considered
English education and English culture superior to the then quagmire of recessionism which the Marwari commun ity had got stuck in. He was a reformist and wished to set an example to the orthodox Marwari society, through
himself and his family.
As soon as we shifted to Alipore, the southern suburb of Calcutta, we were sent to con vent schools. Father was
equipping us all to face life abroad—in England. He decided to take us on a trial voyage for a short period, which
would give him and us an idea of the hazards of travel.
We sailed by boat to Singapore, Rangoon and Penang in December, 1930. This exploratory voyage prepared us
for the longer trip to England in the near future. This was a three-week tour. Mother carried lots of eatables,
cooking ingredients and a cook with her. Cooking was done in a corner of the ship, given for our use.
I do not remember very much of the trip. A few impressions remain. In Singapore, a loadful of orange coloured
pineapples were being carried on a big truck. They were an anna (four paise) or two each. What glorious days!
In Rangoon, we had gone to see a film. It was Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves and I was completely absorbed
in it. The story was very entrancing. We had to leave, most reluctantly, as we had to board the ship at a particular
time. I can still visualize the scene being enacted on the screen—the girl Morjiana showing her palm to an
astrologer. The disappointment of that day reaches out even today.
It is surprising how vivid is my memory regarding certain incidents, sixty years back while the impact of the
present on the mind is so poor. I would not remember what I had for lunch yesterday. According to medical
science, this phenomena is not so rare. So many old people clearly remember and live in the past. which is more
real to them. Memory must be of different kinds, with separate compartments.
We returned from our voyage, happy and confident—all ready for the next adventure.
*
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Soon after our return, father kept an English governess for us—a Mrs. Mauby. A nice, middle-aged person. She
coached my mother in English and taught us all how to use knives, forks and spoons: how to talk and learn the
general English etiquette and manners. Mrs. Mauby chose our frocks and shoes. On Christmas Eve, we hung-up
stockings from our bed containing long lists of our request. Father X-mas would come in the night and the
morning. As we were strict vegetarians, Mrs. Mauby had to eat out. Otherwise, she was with us all the time,
conversing with us in English, helping us out in our difficulties.
In the summer of 1931, we sailed for England in P. O. Boat S.S. Star of India—my parents, we five brothers
and sisters, aged 4 to 14 years. Along with us went an Indian tutor-cum-companion Mr. Mahavir Singh. Also a
cook accompanied us called Jagan. He gave mother a lot of trouble. He would drink and gamble but was with us
throughout our stay in London and Letchworth.
We had loads and loads of luggage with us. Each of us had a giant cabin trunk, which one would not be able to
store in the flats today. I had mine till recently—actually I had two. I gave away mine to a friend only a few years
back.
In London we had taken an apartment and were there for a short time. Father kept an English secretary there,
Mr. Dallas Countee, and also a sort of nanny for us. The secretary and the nanny seemed to have taken a liking to
each other. We used to tease them about it. The girl would blush and smile. She would run away from us to escape
our banter.
*
Ice-cream has been my weakness since childhood. This partially continues even today. I am most prompt to
take out my grand-children for ice-creams. On the boat to England, sometimes we children were given an icecream each in the mornings on the deck. We had to stand in a queue for it. I remember trying to get a second
helping surreptitiously. I do not quite remember whether I succeeded or not.
What I do remember is the taste of it in my mouth even today. Never again have I had such delicious ice-cream
in my life. I am told that America abounds in ice-creams of heavenly flavors. This is the only thing I regret for
having missed because I have not been to America. My phobia for not flying is the handicap I still face. To return
to London and ice-creams. The ice-cream vendor had given us a “stop” signboard to put up against our window,
whenever we wished him to stop, His ice-cream too was delicious.
*
Father was keen to send the three older children, my two brothers and myself to a good boarding school. He
wanted us to get used to it gradually and not be cut off totally from the family. He found a good boarding school
in Letchworth. a few miles from London. St. Christopher was the name of the school. Father rented a house In
Letchworth and the family shifted there.
My elder brother Mahavir and I settled down well in the school but my younger brother Jagdish was very
home-sick, He was about 10 at that time and was very much attached to my mother. Though not the youngest, he
was more tied to his mother’s apron-strings than his younger sister Vimla. Jagdish was not very happy in school
and would often say,
“Look at our parents, how can they put us in the school here like this?”
I would try to console him and tell him that it is for our own good that father and mother had left us in the
boarding school. The day our parents had come to leave us in the school was a big wrench for Jagdish. He cried
and cried and would not understand. At last the principal asked them to leave so that he would quieten down once
they left.
Mr. and Mrs. Harris were in charge of the school. Mahavir and I were happy at the school and liked it. We
developed enormous appetites and however much we ate, it was never enough. I devoured slices and slices of
brown bread and honey at breakfast but could have eaten an equal amount again. The appetizing rice-pudding too
was never sufficient to satisfy our young hunger.
For week-ends we went home. It was the season for luscious red strawberries. We used to pick them up
ourselves and eat as many as we could.
*
Father had come to England with the Idea of staying there for some years, to educate all his children and bring
them up in all the glory of western freedom and culture which had so enamored Jawaharlal Nehru. When I look
back to those years. I see that what he did for his family was revolutionary for the Marwari community of those
days. Without his vision, my mother, would have lived in purdah all her life and we three sisters would have been
married in orthodox families, without much education and not knowing what a life of freedom could mean.
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Father has not received any special kudos for his reformative zeal but I have no doubt that the first step taken
by him greatly influenced the whole community and that it had a snowballing effect.
The plans to stay on in England did not materialize, mainly due to two reasons. One was unforeseen finan cial
problems. The second was his home-sickness. As months passed, he missed his familiar life, friends and relations.
In a new land, it is not easy to make friends and it is difficult to settle down to a life totally different from Indian
ways.
After six months father decided to return. Mahavir and I were already enamored of our school and our life in
Letchworth. We pleaded with father to leave us behind and let us study there. But that he could not contemplate—
leaving two children, still young, alone in a foreign country. We were disappointed and dejected but had to
submit. We returned to London.
It was end of 1931. Gandhlji and Malavlyajl were there for the Round Table Conference. But that fact had no
particular impact on us. Neither did we know what it was all about. It was unfortunate but father was so
immersed in the thoughts of social freedom for us that no other vision entered his mind.
He was greatly impressed and influenced by western education and the western way of life. He had to fight his
way out of orthodoxy, superstitions, deeply entrenched traditions and religious bigotry. For him this itself was a
big enough issue and thoughts of British Imperialism and of freedom from British exploitation perhaps seldom
entered his head. My maternal grandmother was a great admirer of the British Raj and was not “taken in” by the
new-fangled ideas of the Indian Congress.
3
I returned from abroad, an Anglicized “young lady” of nearly 12, with short hair and sophisticated ideas.
When I was four years old, I was already betrothed to a boy from a well-known Marwari family in Calcutta.
During those times, it was quite common for parents to take the decision. They would consider the background
and status of both families, which was important.
As soon as we returned, the boy’s people started bringing pressure on my father for an early marriage. In our
community, according to the custom of those days, I had passed the marriageable age. My mother, inspite of
outward trappings, was old-fashioned at heart. She was keen that I got married as early as possible.
My father was reluctant. With my English education, I too had imbibed new fangled notions. An early
marriage and that too an arranged one, was distasteful to me.
My mother tried to persuade me. She said,
“The family is so rich. They are millionaires and have got crores.\fn{Hundreds of thousands of rupees:H} You will
be very happy.” From the height of my abysmal superiority I answered,
“What is money! It Is like the dirt on our palms. It comes and goes. I would like to marry a boy whom I like.”
Actually I wanted to fall in love and then marry.
*
This engagement was broken. My would be father-in-law was deeply hurt. I was told that he was an extremely
nice person and was very keen on this marriage. All the jewelry, which had been given to me for my engage ment,
eight years back, was returned to the boy’s family. I recollect being very joyous on that day but today I feel
ashamed for having not cared for other people’s feelings. At the age of 12, it is perhaps difficult to visualize the
future very much ahead. The immediate present seems to suffice. I remember visiting my fiance’s home once,
before the engagement was broken, and after our return from abroad.
I have mentioned that the girls in our community were not very educated during those days. They were taught
some Hindi so that they could read Ramayan and Mahabharat, our religious books. A knowledge of English was
rare.
They asked me to decipher a telegram. For them it was the know-all and end-all of English education. I
succeeded in the fiery ordeal. I read through the telegram and told them the meaning. all the while superciliously
smilingly to myself. I could speak fluent English, had read innumerable novels and to be asked to read a telegram
did have its humorous side.
But how were the ladies to know? They were simple and sweet. They were happy that they were getting a
daughter-in-law who knew English. It gave them much pleasure to see me display a knowledge of the language.
They did not know that I was not such a docile and demure person as I must have seemed to them that day.
They were very fortunate not to get me as their daughter-in-law. I was too much eaten up with my own
superiority and ego, to feel anything much for anyone else. I had a glorified plan for my future life.
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4
Now that the engagement was broken off, I continued with my studies at Loretto Convent. It was considered
one of the two best schools in Calcutta. My brothers went to the St. Xaviers’ Boys High School, which was run by
Catholic priests. I did quite well in school, standing 1 st or 2nd in class. I missed a double promotion in the 8 th
Standard by 2%. It was a big disappointment. I continued in school for another two years.
Then my father decided that both my elder brother Mahavir and I should sit privately for the matriculation
examination, as it would save us a year. I was lucky to get distinction and a first class. It was rare for a Marwari
girl at that time to study up till matriculation. My photograph and that of another girl was published in a Hindi
magazine.
*
Father and mother used to take me everywhere with them. I went with them to clubs, races and other places of
entertainment. Though so young, I even attended “At Homes” given by the Governor and the Viceroy.
My elder brother was of a retiring nature and did not care for these outings. My younger brother and sisters
were too young and joined us if there was a party at home.
I took part in the regattas—ladies four—which took place between our rowing club and the European club.
Daily practice at the skulls in the mornings was necessary. Father and I regularly went to the Lake club in the
mornings. The Clubs were situated around the beautiful Dhakurla Lake.
The Lake was a very popular spot in Calcutta. People came there mornings and evenings for drives and walks
and also to partake of the different savories sold there especially the muri which is specially prepared (dry rice,
mixed with masala). To wear shorts and shirt in the 30s was quite something.
Eileen Sengupta was the niece of Mrs. Nellie and J. M. Sengupta, who were freedom fighters. She was a keen
sportswoman and a very attractive girl. She was the leader of our ladles-four team.
*
Calcutta went gay during the winter months. We used to look forward to Xmas and New Year festivities. The
Rajahs and Maharajahs came to the city during this season and made it all the more interesting. Park Street, the
main street of Calcutta was full of life during those weeks, with jostling crowds and beautifully decorated shops.
It was life as it is meant to be lived, not life what it has become today—drab and dreary, with nothing to look
forward to.
One year there was a fancy-dress ball at Viceroy House at Belvedere Park. (It has now been turned into a
National Library). On a later visit there, it was sad to see the dilapidated condition of the buil dings. Gone were the
beautifully manicured lawns, blossoming flowers and trees. Glory though alien, when no more, leaves an aching
void.
Having been an insignificant participant and onlooker of those times, I cannot help remembering the days with
nostalgia. On the day of races, the Viceroy Lord Wllllngdon and Lady Willingdon would come in a beautiful
carriage drawn by horses and flanked by outriders. From the stands we would crane our necks to see them. The
pheaton would stop opposite the main entrance. Their Excellencies would get down, helped by the orderlies, and
walk slowly through the crowds, acknowledging courtesies and bows and go up to the governor’s box.
Mother and I would prepare days in advance for these occasions. New saris, shoes, jewelry and woolen coats.
Shawls were not in vogue during pre-independence days. On a special race-day, hair and nails had to be attended
to. An elderly Muslim was sent by our English lady-friend to manicure our nails. It was all very thrilling for a
teenage girl.
*
Lady Willingdon had a very Imposing and regal personality. If she admired a table-cloth spread out on a table,
when attending the tennis championships at the South Club at Calcutta, the piece went into the Viceregal car. As a
story goes, it was she who made her husband accept this onerous job when he was about to refuse it on the
telephone.
*
For the “At Homes”, the Viceroy and Vicerene took their place on the lawns to receive their hundreds of
guests. We all stood in a queue, like puffed-up prize cattle, to be viewed by an indifferent connoisseur. We had to
present our cards to the A.D.C. standing just before the Viceroy. As we approached, we gave our cards to him. As
he called out our name, we ladles curtsied and the men bowed. The courtesy was practiced diligently several times
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at home. Later we mingled with the crowd, the supposedly cream of society. To my mind, the delicious cakes and
savouries, which were served to us, were the best part of the programme.
How shallow were our values then and hollow our thinking. I hang down my head with shame when I think of
my pride and enjoyment in these fripperies. We were bogged down in a slavish inferiority complex and imitation
of British education, British culture and British ways. Anything Indian was not so good. While Gandhi and Nehru
fought against this alien British regime, we still remained admirers of it, not knowing that in a not too distant
future, I would also become a part of this struggle.
*
To return to the fancy-dress Ball, which was to be held at Viceroy’s House, my mother was to go as a Marwari
sethani. She had the appropriate Rajasthani ghagraodhana and all the requisite old-style jewelry.
My father wished me to go as a Moghul Princess. He wanted the dress to be exact and authentic. We went to
the Calcutta museum several times and studied the old paintings of Noorjehan, the Moghul Queen and other
ladies of that time. An artist who understood about these things, helped us. Gradually the “creation” came to life
—every piece an exact replica of the dress worn by the Moghul princesses and queens. I wore some of my
mother’s jewelry but the rest father had to borrow from our family jewelers—specially the tikka worn only by
Moghul princesses.
*
It was a lovely function. My mother made a beautiful picture—a typical Rajasthani lady. My father wore
Rajasthani kurta, with side bindings, a churidar and a pugri (a kind of cap, worn only by Marwaris). His clothes
were all in white. He had the dress copied from a painting of my great-grandfather, which was hanging in our
house. When my father was dancing with my mother at the Ball, a Marwari friend was suspicious and enquired of
my father:
“Who is the lady you were dancing with?” The friend was quite taken aback when told:
“She is my wife.”
*
In Darjeeling in 1935 (I was 15 at that time) father took an appointment with the Governor, Sir Roger Lumley,
to meet us both. It was a fashion during those days for important people in society to call upon the Governor. Next
day it would be reported in the engagement column of the newspapers. It gave us immense pleasure to see our
names there.
I met the Governor along with my parents. He was a nice friendly person. He tried to make polite conversation
with us all. He asked me,
“What are you interested in? Are you thinking of doing some social work?”
I could hardly find my voice to reply. I was too young and inexperienced for such meetings. Anyway, all this
was part of my life during those days. I gloried in it and was happy.
5
My mother was getting worried about me—about my marriage. Girls in the Marwari community got married at
the age of 12 or 13 or even earlier. To be unmarried and not even be engaged and approaching 15 was quite a
(social) crime. My mother could not quite understand these new-fangled notions of father’s and his fussiness.
Father wanted an educated boy and a modern family which would be compatible with my upbringing. All the
Marwari families in Calcutta were orthodox and did not fit in with father’s conception. Most of the Marwari
ladies in those days observed purdah and socially led a restricted life. After having had such freedom of
movement, to be confined to a restricted narrow life socially, to be mentally cooped up would have been a living
death for me.
The alternative was to find a boy from a progressive Agrawal family in United Provinces in Northern India.
We were also Agrawals, hence marriages could take place amongst us.
There were two proposals from well-known families of U. P. I had become too choosy by this time, with my
nose stuck up in the air. Both proposals fell through because of flimsy reasons, which we later regretted. But steps
once taken, cannot be retraced. Even father, I think, was getting panicky by now.
Mother had to bear the brunt of caustic comments and sly innuendoes from women acquaintances and
relations. If I went with my mother to some social function in our community, Marwari ladies would deliberately
enquire,
“How many children does your bai (daughter) have?”
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They knew very well that I was not married. They shot their poisoned barbs at my mother to show their dis dain
and superiority. Such incidents naturally upset my mother very much. She then rarely took me to such places
where she would be needled.
*
Seth Jamnalal Bajaj was a well-known figure in Indian National Congress circles and was in the forefront of
the anti-British agitation and a close associate of Mahatma Gandhi. I was rather ignorant about the happenings in
India and was simply interested in my immediate surroundings and pleasures. Father must have known about
Jamnalaiji and his background. There was not too much money there but the restrictions of an orthodox family
would be absent.
There were communications and exchanges through a common friend in Calcutta, who had suggested this
match. Jamnalaiji, on his next visit to Calcutta, came to see me. His son Kamalnayan was in Ceylon at the time,
for his studies. He was to return in a few week’s time. His arrival was eagerly awaited.
*
Jamnalaiji asked my mother and elder brother to come with me to Lucknow, where the National Congress was
being held. It was the year 1936. Mahatma Gandhi and all the leaders would be there.
Jamnalalji was keen that I should be “approved” by Gandhiji and have his blessings. He took me to Bapuji. I
don’t remember if my mother and brother were with me. Bapuji asked me,
“If your husband took a wrong path, will you be able to control him and guide him towards taking the right
way?”
Without really understanding the depth of the question. I said “Yes”. Anyway I passed his scrutiny.
*
My father-in-law to be, also took me where Jawaharlaiji was staying. As I came nearer to him be said,
“I thought you were Indu, but I know Indu was not here”.
Since then I felt he had a special affection for me. I too revered him, though from far. I would meet him
occasionally when he came to Wardha for the working-committee meetings or for any other function or just to
meet Bapuji.
*
After reaching Wardha, after my marriage, we first went to Bajajadi, as the usual Working Committee meeting
was being held there. Jawaharlal was the first to come to me, raising my ghungat (sari) a little to see my face.
*
One day, Pitaji (Jamnalaiji) said,
“Jawaharlalji wants to see you. He is upstairs in his room (at Bajajwadi).”
With a little trepidation I went to him. He casually talked to me, asked me what I wished to do, or what I would
like to become. I was so muddled! I could only say,
“I would like to become like you.” Not a very witty answer. Anyway I was very happy. When I was leaving, he
hugged me.
*
He was a great man, but at the same time very human. He has directly and indirectly always influenced my
life. When I had personal problems in 1959-60, he was always available to me, and found time for me, however
busy he would be. Chou En-lai and other Chinese leaders were in Delhi, for serious talks; still Panditji gave
Kamalnayan and myself time to meet him. Once during those days, I went to him. Only Indiraji was there. I felt
so nervous before him that I had written down what I had to say. He was very sympathetic and said,
“See Indu.”
In my ego I did not think it necessary to do so. I feel that had I done so, things would have been different.
Perhaps I may not have gone through so much suffering. Well, this is fate and one is destined.
*
The last time I met him was in Bombay at the Raj Bhawan, ten days before he passed away. Smt.
Vijayalakshmi Pandit was the Governor. Unfortunately Panditji was not his normal self. He had recently suffered
a stroke at the Orissa Congress Session. He was not very well. I felt that what I had told him, had not quite
registered on his mind, but otherwise he looked as handsome as ever.
*
After Panditji’s death. I felt a personal loss. Though after Independence, I did not meet him so often, I had the
confidence that I could always go to him when I needed him. That was a big solace. I went to Delhi to offer my
condolence to Indiraji.
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When Sanjay Gandhi died in a tragic accident, I wished to go to her as soon as possible. I reached Delhi at
10:30 at night. I went to the Prime Minister’s house with a friend. I told the security officers,
“I am going to sit here the whole night, till you let me go inside to see Indiraji.”
Knowing who I was, the officers relented. I walked into the house, entered the room where Indiraji was
standing with other visitors. I came to her. She said in Hindi, “Savitri, you have come”—that is all. What a
tragedy—stoically borne by the mother.
*
To go back to my engagement to Kamalnayan—Kamalnayan came a few weeks after I had been in Lucknow
and was “passed” by Bapuji. Kamalnayan was slim and tall and was very simply dressed in shirt, dhoti and jacket.
These too were borrowed as he told us later. He had just returned from Ceylon and did not have an appropriate
Indian dress with him.
I do not know whether he was aware of it but the simple Indian clothes he wore, suited him very well. Later, of
course, I told him that he did it all just to impress us.
When I entered the room, he stood up, which surprised us all. Coming from an ashramite background, I was
expecting him to be quite boorish. This showed up our own poor notions of Indian culture. My own thinking was,
“What is British is best”.
Anyway he disappointed us in our expectations. He had exquisite manners. When I came out of the room, my
elder brother enquired of me as to my reactions. I made a wry face and said, “so-so”. For all my show of non chalance, I was not disinterested and liked the young man.
To test him further, we took Kanialnayan to the club. According to us the club was the ultimate sophisticated
testing ground for a future son-in-law and husband. He did not blunder at any step as we expected him to. He used
the knives and forks properly and ate in a civilized manner. In short, he passed with flying colours, all our
superficial and snobbish standards.
He said later that he was aware of our attitude and was rather amused by it. He always said to me that my
thinking was very shallow. I accepted this fact after many years. When one grows up with certain standards and
values, it is difficult to visualize that any other norms or principles could be better or that they were the true
values of life.
I feel abashed to think of my childish and immature behaviour today. Our lives then were superficials—just
skimming over the surface of things. There was no realization of life’s true reality and value—no depth either in
living or thinking.
*
As I was getting quite “old” (nearly sixteen) according to the standards of the Marwari community, my parents,
especially my mother was very keen for an early engagement and marriage. Kamalnayan and his family wished to
wait for two or three years, till his education was over. Kamalnayan was going to England for further education.
My father took me to Wardha, soon after Kamalnayan’s visit to Calcutta and appealed to Gand hiji. It was
decided that the engagement would take place immediately and the marriage after one year. My par ents were
happy. Karnalnayan was rather pressurized about the whole thing.
The engagement took place in our ancestral home in Calcutta, where my uncles and aunts were all present.
Haribhauji Upadhyaya, an old associate and family friend of my father-in-law, Seth Jamnalalji, accepted a
coconut and a rupee from my father, as a token for the engagement.
The ceremony was the first of its kind, in its simplicity. In our family and community, usually an engagement
is an occasion for elaborate ceremonies and expenses. Clothes, costly presents, fruits and money has to be given
by the girl’s parents to the boy’s side. Due to Gandhiji’s influence, Jamnalalji had eschewed all these orthodox
customs of dowry and was trying to initiate many reforms in the Marwari community.
I did insist on having an engagement ring, which was usually a western custom. I wished to show off to my
friends that I was truly engaged. Jamnalalji asked father to buy it on his behalf. It cost Rs. 250/- in 1936, when
things were very cheap.
*
Kamalnayan left for England soon after the engagement. We were allowed to correspond, which was a rare
concession. I was supposed to show the letters to my parents but nobody remembered to censor them and by the
time they woke up to their duties it was too late. We refused them the right.
Kamalnayan wished to enter Cambridge University which was quite an ambitious project considering his lack
of formal education and a poor knowledge of English. I must say, his life at Sabarmati and Wardha ashrams,
under the tutelage of Gandhiji and Vinoba and his intimate contacts with other notable personalities, had created a
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vast repertoire of resources and confidence in him. He had received the blessings of Gandhiji for his education
abroad. His argument was that he wished to see and study Gandhism from a different slant—from the West.
He was given introductory letters to friends in London, by Gandhiji. The rest of the things he had to manage on
his own. In London he came to know that he will have to pass the matriculation examination for getting into
Cambridge University.
He collected various syllabuses of different Universities. He decided on Dublin University as its course
seemed easiest and he managed to get through the examination. Kamalnayan had applied for admission to
Cambridge University. He was called for an interview. He was asked,
“Why should we specially consider your case when there are other applicants with higher qualifications and
degrees?”
Kamalnayan stressed that this was the very reason that he should be given preference. He needed the education
more than the others. That was why he had come from India. Then he gave a résumé of his life under Gandhiji
and Vinobaji and others.
The professor who was interviewing him was quite impressed. I do not think he had come across such an
unusual applicant. Kamalnayan was admitted to the University, which seemed a ninth wonder to everyone. …
1921
69.38 & 78.366 1. Shock Therapy 2. Among Good Men: Two Short Stories\fn{by Renu aka Phanishwar Nath (19211977)} Aurahee Hingna, Purnea District, Bihar State, India (M) 6
1
As far as Sirchan is concerned, he is completely ignored when farmers of the village are busy over agricultural
activities. He is considered not only a useless person but also a “forced laborer,” who works in a most perfunctory
manner. Therefore, nobody likes to engage him as a farm-hand. He comes so late that by the time he appears on
the scene with a scraping instrument in his hand, walking slowly along the footway with measured steps, onethird of the work in the fields is already over. So, what is the use of engaging him as a farm-hand? It is of course a
different matter if one pays him just for nothing.
Today one may look on Sirchan as a shirker, as a person fond of delicious dishes, or as one leading a parasitic
existence; but there was a time when his hut was thronged by the carriages of big and influential people. Not only
did they show respect for him but flattered him as well:
“O brother Sirchan, in the whole of this locality you are now the lone person possessing this craft.”
“Come to me for a day taking your time off, anyhow, please.”
The other day a letter from my elder brother has come requesting me to send a pair of bamboo screens made by
Sirchan.
Whenever my mother, I still remember, asked me to call Sirchan, I would first inquire, “What dishes have you
prepared for him?”
“You go,” mother would laugh away, “the poor chap never talks of dishes for my work.”
Once, in my presence, the younger son of Panchanand Chaudhary from the Brahman quarter was put to
disgrace by Sirchan:
“Your bhabhi\fn{Elder brother’s wife} serves vegetables with the edges of her nails. And that apart, it is the
womenfolk of we low caste people who prepare curry with tamarind juice; how could your bhabhi learn to
prepare it this way?”
That’s why I was particular about the dishes before sending for him.
Thrilled at the very sight of Sirchan, mother would blurt out:
“Come on Sirchan, you flashed into my mind today while I was churning butter. You’re very much fond of
having flattened rice with scrapings of ghee from the bottom of the pot, I know. Aren’t you? And, yes, it well
occurred to me, my eldest daughter has sent words from her place that her sister-in-law has taken a straw mat to
heart and is fretting over it.”
Sirchan would laugh, holding his slobbering tongue:
“Drawn by the sweet smell of ghee only that I’ve come over here, Auntie; or else, I don’t have a respite in the
season for marriage.”
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Sirchan is a craftsman by nature. I have watched his style of working for hours together. First, he makes
shapely brushes of reeds and straws with great care and attention, then right from dyeing the brushes to placing
the strings in a tidy order takes the whole of a day. He is found completely absorbed in his work, and even a slight
interruption makes him hiss out like a cobra:
“You may have your work done by someone else. Sirchan may be insolent, but not a shirker.”
He is a craftsman ready to work just on getting bellyful of rice without taking wages. It does not matter if milk
offered to him is not sweetened, but discourtesy in talk he cannot stand.
They consider him as one who is very fond of delicious dishes. One is expected to invite him only after
arranging for fried vegetables, curry mixed with curd, milk with cream, and so on and so forth. He can’t refuse, he
is bound to come, wagging his tail. The quality of his work depends entirely upon the quality of food served out to
him. If he is served with poor quality food, he gets up leaving behind the unfinished work:
“I’ve got a bout of severe migraine today. A little bit of work is left, I’ll finish it some other day.”
Some other day means never.
Colorful mats made of straws and strings, glittering screens prepared with fine bamboo sticks, tabourets made
from multi-colored strings resting on round base, large nets woven of ropes for containing chaff, hats and
umbrellas of palm leaves for plough-men, and many other things of this sort were there which none other than
Sirchan could produce in the village. It is a different thing that now in the village such work is considered as one
of no worth—work which does not require payment in cash or kind. All that you have to do is to serve him with
an excellent and satisfying meat, and on completion of the work, bid good-bye to him after giving one or two sets
of old garments. He will not ask for anything more.
Not that he would not speak out at all. People sending for him quite often know Sirchan has a reputation for
driving his point home. Once Sirchan’s remarks made the daughter of Bhajju, a money-lender, fly into an
impotent rage:
“All right, I’m going to tell my mother. Such obtrusive stance!!”
“It’s really an obtrusive stance, my daughter! Big people have simply big things to show off; otherwise, who
the hell have guts to have mats with dual sticks prepared by merely offering me sattu?\fn{Flour of parched barley and
grain} Only your mother could have done it, baby,” replied Sirchan with a smile.
*
The incident took place when Manu, my youngest sister, was going to her in-law’s place for the first time.
Manu’s husband wrote much in advance to the eldest bhabhi with a forewarning:
“I’ll not mind if Manu comes without plates of sweets. But if she comes without three pairs of screens and
mats each, then,” Bhabhi added with a laugh, “she will have to go back at once.”
Hence mother sent for Sirchan one week in advance, and putting him on the job, she said:
“Look Sirchan, I’ll give you a new dhoti, a real Mohar brand dhoti, but you will have to produce articles such
as to fill the people with wonder.”
Sirchan then set about smoothing small bamboo sticks and springs, scraping them with a knife like\fn{ The text
has: as.] a betel leaf. He started weaving a screen, making tassels with colorful twine. Even from a cursory glance
at what little had been woven, one could guess that this time a work of entirely new fashion and design, which had
not been made before, was under preparation.
The elder bhabhi couldn’t help speaking from behind the curtain:
“I would have sent words to my brother if I had known a Mohar brand dhoti was responsible for such a fine
piece.”
The words grated on the ear-drums of Sirchan, though he was absorbed in his work. He rejoined:
“Even a silken kurta together with a Mohar brand dhoti wouldn’t induce me to prepare such a thing, Bahuria!
It’s all because Manu is the youngest daughter of Auntie, and Manu’s groom is an Officer!”
Bhabhi drew a long face. My aunt whispered to her:
“Whom are you talking to, daughter-in-law? If a Mohar brand dhoti is not enough, laddus\fn{Ball-like sweetmeat} of green lentil would for sure bring the finesse. He is going to have sweetmeat everyday on the occasion of
Manu’s send-off, you know.”
Next day, in the front part of the screen seven stars of seven colors got aglow. A cluster of seven stars! While
Sirchan is at work, the tip of his tongue protrudes and rests on his lips. He forgets his meals once he gets absorbed
in his work. Entwining the tassels round the screen, he threw a glance at the winnowing basket lying nearby to
find flattened rice and a dry lump of jaggery in it. Two deep lines appeared near his nose, I clearly observed. I
rushed back to mother:
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“Mother, who has sent Sirchan’s lunch? Only flattened rice and a small lump of jaggery?”
Mother was busy preparing delicious dishes in the kitchen. She said:
“Is it possible for me to see so many things at so many places at a time, single-handed? Bahu, why don’t you
give bundia\fn{A kind of sweetmeat in the form of sweetened drops prepared from gram flour } to Sirchan?”
“I don’t relish bundia, Auntie.” Sirchan had his mouth full of flattened rice. The lump of jaggery was lying in
one corner of the basket, untouched.
Bhabhi got enraged as she heard mother’s voice and went back after throwing a handful of bundia into the
basket. Sirchan took water to his fill and spoke:
“Does bahurani show the same liberality in distributing sweets coming from her parents’ house?”
Bhabhi began to cry in her room. Auntie went to mother, carrying a malicious report:
“Low-caste people have a vulgar tongue. Should you allow them to take undue liberty, it is natural for them to
behave rudely with you. What business has he to talk about one’s in-laws’ place?”
Bhabhi was the most beloved one of all the daughters-in-law. Fuming and raging mother came out.
“Sirchan, you’ve come here only for work. Why do you wrangle with daughters-in-law unnecessarily? Tell me
in case you need anything.”
Sirchan’s face turned red with anger. Without making any reply, he started tying knots in the half-made screen
hanging from a bamboo pole.
Manu was busy sending pan to the drawing-room outside. When there was none around, she quietly offered
pan to Sirchan, and said:
“Sirchan, my elder brother, the whole house is busy, and all kinds of people have come here. Hence there are
as many tongues as there are mouths. You need not lend your ears to what they say and talk.”
Sirchan took the folded betel leaf. Just then Auntie came out of her room. She was stunned to see him chewing
pan. When he found her staring at him in amazement, he said:
“Auntie, please let me have a taste of scented zarda tobacco from your tobacco-case. It has been long since—”
For several reasons Auntie had been nursing a grudge against Sirchan. She couldn’t have got a better
opportunity than this to give vent to her pent-up fury. She snapped at him:
“Are you jousting\fn{The text has: justing.} with me? Let your elongated tongue be burnt. Do you ever take pan
and scented zarda tobacco at home, you glutton?”
My heart throbbed with fear … nothing more hereafter.
Sirchan’s fingers stopped moving, as if entangled in the noose. For some time, he sat still, dissolving the leaf in
his mouth, it seemed. Then he suddenly got up, went to the backyard to spit out the pan juice, and returned to
collect and put his knife and sickle into his bag. Throwing a wistful glance at the half-done screen, he rushed out
of the house. Auntie grumbled:
“Oh my goodness, so much of anger and acridity! No one works free of charge. One Mohar brand dhoti costs
full eight rupees. This charred-man is neither temperate in his utterances, nor is he modest in his dealings. If you
are inclined to spend money, you can have hundreds of screens. Women from the Bantar quarter loiter about in the
lanes with bundles of screens on their heads.”
Manu didn’t say anything. She simply looked at the half-finished screen—all the seven stars seemed to have
lost their luster. Mother said:
“Never mind, my darling. Don’t lose heart. I’ll buy you screens from the fair.”
It occurred to Manu that at the time of wedding mother had given her mats prepared by Sirchan. Her in-laws
displayed them to their guests from Patda and Calcutta several times. She got up and went over to her eldest
Bhabhi.
When I went to persuade Sirchan to come back, I saw him lying on his back on a tattered mat in a pensive
mood. As soon as he saw me he blurted out:
“No more of work now. Holding my ears I say, I’ll not do it henceforth. What shall I do with your Mohar brand
dhoti? Who will wear it? My unlucky wife didn’t die alone, with her she took away all the kids, my boy. Could I
have suffered this much of trouble if she were alive? This mat was woven by her. Holding this mat I swear, I’ll
renounce this craft for ever. In the entire village, your house alone had respect for me. Now, what is left there?”
Realizing that he had got a deep emotional shock and wouldn’t come with me, I quietly retraced my steps.
The eldest Bhabhi started frilling the unfinished screen with colored piece of chintz:
“Even so, this doesn’t look bad. What do you think, Manu?”
Manu didn’t utter a word, poor girl! But I couldn’t help speaking:
“Please save it from the evil glances of auntie and your younger sister-in-law.”
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*
I was taking Manu to her in-laws’ place. While counting and comparing the articles at the station, I found that
Manu had brought with her that half-made screen rolled up carefully. Within my heart I got angry with Sirchan
and felt like cursing and abusing him just as my Auntie did. A glutton, a shirker!
The train came. I put the articles into the compartment. When I was closing the doors, I saw Sirchan come
running towards my compartment. On reaching the door, he called me in a most endearing tone.
“What’s the matter?” Putting my neck out of the window, I asked with annoyance.
Taking a bundle off from his back and putting it on the platform, he said:
“I’ve come running. Please open the door. Where is my sister Manu? Let me have a look at her.”
I opened the doors.
“Sirchan, my brother!” Manu couldn’t speak further. Sirchan fumbled:
“This is from me. Everything is there—mat, screen, and one pair of small mats made of kush.”\fn{A kind of
grass}
The train moved on.
Manu tried to give the cost of a piece of Mohar brand dhoti in return but Sirchan refused to take it. Manu was
weeping bitterly. I unrolled the bundle to have a look at the articles. Whether in workmanship or fineness of
texture, in arrangement or execution of colored knots of strings, they were superb. I had never seen such beautiful
things before.
2
Ujagir placed two big kettles on he freshly made fire and looked towards the east: the moon had moved into
the sixth house just the previous night and it was difficult to say if the sun had risen or not. The rain-laden clouds
came sailing along the soft easterly wind. In the distance, the rows of trees were outlined behind the thin mist of
rain, in front of him the vast open maidan,\fn{An open space, as for a military exercise ground, or a marketplace .} and etched
through its greenery the newly laid “pitch” road.
The remark of a passenger last night still rankled in Ujagir’s mind. “You ladle sugar into the cup of tea after
looking at the customer’s face,” the fellow had said. “And now you have gone one better. Pakories with green
chilies and ginger for some, and with rotten onions and stale gram flour for others. Fine slight of hand, indeed!”
What remarks! The fellow must have come boozed from Jogbani or Forbesgunj.
Ujagir again looked towards the maidan. The rain blotted out the right hand portion. The bamboo grove, the
preserve of the Government Forest Department where the young bamboo shoots floated like green banners, had
disappeared, and so had the green carpet of kas reeds.
Ujagir’s house was built on high ground, at the southern end of the village; the ground in front of his house,
ravaged by the Kosi floods and looking pock-marked, sloped away towards the dry and sandy stream of the Kosi.
The pucca road from Katihar to Jogbani had been constructed last year. When the blueprint leapt into life and the
road took tangible shape, Ujagir felt as if it had been laid specially for him. Running past his house, it sharply
dipped towards the south—like a garland round the earth. A fine “pitch”\fn{ Macadam.} road!
First one kettle began to sing, and then the other joined in.
But why had Pradip Kumar’s mother not shown up till now? The kettles were boiling; but the cooking pots
were not rattling. The frying pan was not sizzling. What could have happened?
“Pradip Kumar!” he called to his three year old son. “Tell you mother the white bus will soon be in. My
“Dept”\fn{Department; in this case, area of family responsibility.} is O.K.”
But no one answered.
Ujagir surveyed his ‘Dept’—the tea section. Cups, saucers, tumblers, strainer, spoons, tea, milk, sugar—
everything was in order.
Ujagir’s tea shop had become an unofficial bus-stop for the neighboring villagers. The buses from the South,
that is, those coming from Katihar or Arriah Court took an hour and a half to reach this place those from the
North, Jogbani and Forbesgunj, a little less.
Ujagir’s tea and pakoras were the talk of the bus route. The drivers, conductors, cleaners, and passengers of the
white, brown, and red busses were full of praise for them.
Pradip Kumar’s mother came, all bathed and beautiful. Ujagir cheered up. He beamed at her and she smiled.
“A radio in the show is a must,” he said. Till yesterday he had been wanting a wall-clock. Pradip Kumar’s mother
expressed some surprise. “A radio has not one, but three advantages,” Ujagir said. “You can hear music, you can
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get all the news, and, if you like, you can make out the time also. Three advantages.”
Pradip Kumar’s mother put the frying pan on the fire.
Pradip Kumar appeared from the courtyard rubbing his eyes.
Every morning the first three tumblers of tea were theirs: the first one for Pradip Kumar, the second for Pradip
Kumar’s mother and the third for himself. Pradip Kumar drank five cups of tea during the day. Fine fellow, this
Pradip Kumar!
The passengers bound for the courts started coming in one by one.
The babu from Kisanpur was the first customer for the day. Four annas worth of pakoras and two tumblers of
tea. “Milk and sugar in equal proportions. And a clean glass, please!”
Pradip Kumar’s mother looked at him through her veil. His eyes were fixed on her shapely arms, on which
were tattooed several pairs of fishes from the wrist right up to the elbow. Curling and twisting fishes. His eyes
danced. She covered her arms with the end of her sari. The babu from Kisanpur said, “Aha! What pakoras. Make
them a little more crisp please!” She threw the batch back into the bubbling oil.
On the moist easterly breeze, the piquant salty tang of pakoras slowly wafted towards the village.
Hot pakoras, fine tea!
Santokhi Singh comes early in the morning, regular as clockwork. Right on the dot. If the first customer of the
day has not been served, his waits. Patience personified, for a free helping. As soon as the first customer has paid
the money, he flicks his fingers in the air and shouts, “Jai Sri Sita Ram!”
Santokhi Sing is a retired police constable who has served under many distinguished Superintendents and
Inspectors of Police. There is no one in the countryside worth knowing whom he does not know, or who does not
know him. If Ujagir does not pay heed to him he launches on a long story about the latest crime—probably a petty
theft or a cat burglary. If he has no new crime story he fishes out an old one from his repertory—stale, oftrepeated.
He keeps at it till Ujagir is forced to take notice of him.
“Here Santokhi Singh,” Ujagir said, handing him a tumbler of tea. “you’ll get pakoras after the buses leave.”
“Why afterwards?” Santokhi Singh’s voice was metallic, like the sharp ring of coins which tumbled out of the
customers’ pockets.
Pradip Kumar’s mother made a sign at Ujagir from under her veil. Ujagir put a few pakoras on a plantain leaf
and shoved it towards Santokhi Singh.
These days there was always a frown on Santokhi Singh’s face.
“Raso babu,” Santokhi Singh said, addressing the babu from Kisanpur, “since the construction of this road
crime has increased in this area. The sala thieves of Maniharighat come to operate in distant Jogbani. Overnight.
With impunity.”
“What has the road to do with it?” the babu from Kisanpur said, his tongue aflame with the stinging chili.
“Before this road was constructed the pick-pockets of Calcutta blithely made depredations right up to Katihar.”
The babu from Kisanpur looked at his wristwatch, and then applied his ear to it.
“Has my watch stopped or is the bus late?”
“The buses from both sides are late,” Ujagir said. “Last night it rained heavily in the direction of Jogbani.”
“In the east also,” Santokhi Singh volunteered the information.
“It has rained in all directions,” Ujagir said. “East, west, north, south. Only this place has been without rain.”
“Arre, how can you expect rain in this sala area where you have crimes in broad daylight?” Santokhi Singh
chipped in. “The place deserves lightning. Lightning and thunder!”
There was a sound of thunder. Pradip Kumar’s mother smiled from under the veil. “Not thunder, but the rattle
of an oncoming bus!”
The babu from Kisanpur produced a raincoat from a plastic bag, which had been palmed off on him by the
D.D.T. team of the Anti-Malaria Department, after incessant solicitations on his part.
“Why don’t you have your shop extended by a few feet?” he suggested, putting on the raincoat. “Have the
place covered. Will make a nice annex.”
Pradip Kumar’s mother raised her arm, showing the tattoo marks, and whispered to Ujagir. The fishes once
again frolicked before the babu’s eyes.
“Raso babu, the work is held up for want of a cart-load of bamboo,” Ujagir said. “One day I will come to your
august office with a petition …”
The babu from Kisanpur saw the pair of eyes from behind the veil suddenly flash eloquently. “Do come,” he
said warmly to Ujagir. “I’ll arrange for two cart-loads.”
Baring his teeth, Ujagir looked at his wife. Her eyes seemed to say, “Didn’t I tell you Raso babu is a good
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man!”
“You should have asked for a cart-load of hay also,” Santokhi Singh suggested. “Today Raso babu was in a
giving mood.”
It started raining. The buses came simultaneously from both directions. Business suddenly picked up. Ujagir
was too busy to talk.
“One leaf-full of pakoras, without chilis.”
But Pradip Kumar’s mother had no dough ready for pakoras without chilis.
“The driver of the red bus wants them.”
The driver of the red bus was a good man. He would induce even the people of distant Maniharighat to try
Ujagir’s pakoras and tea. “Excellent stuff!” he would say. “To eat elsewhere is throwing away good money.
Rakhipur is the place for tea and pakoras. You’ll never forget their taste. Hot tea, crisp pakoras!”
The driver of the red bus stops his vehicle within easy reach of the tea shop. Pradip Kumar’s mother sits
behind the bamboo partition. But if she looks edgewise her eyes willy-nilly land on the driver. To others only her
hands are visible. As she strains the gold-crusted pakoras here jingling glass bangles burst into music.
Ujagir has no time for anything. Tumblers, sugar, spoons, plantain-leaves, coins, customers.
Sometimes he would cast a glance at Pradip Kumar’s mother, while she handed him the pakoras. “Brothers,
don’t stampede. All in good time. Everyone will have his turn. Please. Peace.”
The buses were gone.
Pradip Kumar’s mother went in. Ujagir started counting the money.
Santokhi Singh wanted another tumbler of tea. It had started raining heavily.
Ujagir had learnt the art of making tea in his boyhood. The Zamindar of Kamaldeh had a different man for
each job. One adept at making tea, another for preparing the hookah, a third an expert masseur, and a fourth who
was the last word in grinding bhang.
The Zamindar of Kamaldeh lost his estate, but not before the art of tea-making had become a part of Ujagir
himself. This art of making tea ultimately won him a comely bride …
From childhood he had the ambition of having a beautiful girl for a wife—a girl comparable to the wife of the
younger Zamindar of Kamaldeh.
He ran away from home in search of a job and also to find the girl of his dreams. During his wandering, he was
one day eating pakoras at a cook shop run by an old ill-tempered woman when it occurred to him that if a tea
shop were to be opened here it would bring good business.
“And who the hell will run the shop?” the woman asked.
“I don’t know, but this is just the place for a teashop,” Ujagir had said. And that is how a tea shop was added to
her business of which Ujagir took charge. The tea shop flourished. The old woman had a beautiful vivacious niece
whom she suspected of carrying on with Ujagir. One day Ujagir and the niece decided to run away and get
married, and after that he returned to his village with her. His new wife proved a veritable Laxmi, a goddess of
wealth. She brought him luck the moment she crossed his threshold.
A new road was under construction near the village. The contractor, who was in charge of the new
construction, came to live in a part of Ujagir’s hut.
The men of the village gossiped: “A beautiful young wife—and a stranger in the house. It’s just not done!”
Often when he returned from the village after a round of gossip, Ujagir would ask his wife, “Do you know that
tongues are wagging?”
“Will you listen to the villagers or the contractor?” she would reply. “The contractor says that you should set
up a cook shop now and a tea shop later. Serve rice and dal to the labor gang working on the road. Service them
on credit. Charge them on a weekly basis. You’ll make money hand over fist. A rare chance. Now is the time.”
The idea had appealed to Ujagir. “But if the laborers run away without paying?” he asked.
“Their hair-tuft is in the hands of the contractor.”
The suggestion was excellent. The contractor was indeed a good man.
“You are right, my good girl from Birauli,” Ujagir had said enthusiastically. “We’ll set up a cook shop to start
with.”
“Don’t call me the girl from Birauli. I don’t like it.”
Ujagir had laughed. “I’ll call you my silk-soft bride. That’s how the contractor addresses you. Ujagir’s silk-soft
bride! What a sweet name. The contractor is a very good man.”
The loafers of the village would often pick up the refrain: ‘The contractor is a very good man,’—and Ujagir
would feel peeved.
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“What’s wrong with it?” he would argue. “Won’t you call a good man, a good man?” The fact was, he thought
that the people of the village were jealous of him! Because of his beautiful wife. Did any one else in the village
have a beautiful wife? And such a lucky one? No sooner had she set foot in the village than the project for the new
road was taken in hand. Within five months, Ujagir had saved enough to buy a piece of land. And the contractor
sahib—he all his correspondence in English! Was there any one else in the whole village who could write in
English? “Don’t take notice of the villagers,” Ujagir’s wife had advised him. “They are green with jealousy!”
When their first child was born the contractor took out fifty rupees from his leather pouch and gave it to her for
the ceremonial ‘first glimpse’ of the new-born. The contractor had been so happy that he had kept reciting the
Ramayana\fn{One of the two great Sanskrit epic poems of ancient India (3 rd century AD), consisting of 24,000 couplets.} throughout
the night, and it was he who had suggested the name, Pradip Kumar, for the child. That fool of a village-priest had
suggested the name Patasu. How silly of him! did Patasu make any sense!
Ujagir had subsequently lost track of the contractor sahib. Wherever he might be now, he was sure of one
thing, at least—the contractor was a very good man indeed. Pardip Kumar’s mother often remembered him. He
had promised that he would look them up sometime.
The driver of the red bus was also a good man. Often he would say, “Ujagir, bhai, Pradip Kumar’s mother’s
complexion has turned olive brown because she keeps sitting before the oven all the time. She would do well to
use some face powder to preserve her complexion.” And the next day the driver had brought her a tin of face
powder made by the famous Saha Company of Purnea. So considerate of him. A good man!
And so was the new Inspector of Police. He had told Ujagir that his Police chief was full of praise for the
pakoras from his shop. And whenever the Lala’s younger son from Jogbani thought of these pakoras his mouth
watered. He would come to their shop in a jeep in the company of the Inspector, round about midnight, and eat
pakoras on the sly. Any eatable which contained onions was anathema for him, for he was Vaishna. So how could
he dare to eat pakoras which contained onions, in the presence of everybody else, and that too in broad daylight!
Pradip Kumar’s mother said that the Lala’s son was harmless, like a cow. Being thin and reedy, he did not take tea
with pakoras; he preferred something stronger from a foreign looking bottle to go with the pakoras. Once, after
her body had been aching all evening, Pradip Kumar’s mother was offered a sip from the bottle. Miracle of
miracles! She at once started feeling fine. Fit as a fiddle! And how she chortled and prattled! Pradip Kumar’s
mother was a veritable Laxmi. A lucky one!
The three o’clock bus was due.
“Pradip Kumar! Where are you, boy. Tell your mother the three o’clock bus is coming. “My ‘tea-Dept’ is
O.K.”
*
“Pradip Kumar! Where’s your mother?”
Pradip Kumar was deep in morning slumber. Ujagir lit a biri. Where had Pradip Kumar’s mother gone at such
an early hour? Was she unwell? The driver of the red bus had truly said: “When health is lost everything is lost.”
Pradip Kumar’s mother had to spend a good deal of her time before the oven. This was not fair. He must engage
Sugni’s mother to help her.
Ujagir kept sitting. The morning star dipped below the horizon and then dawn broke. And still there was no
sign of Pradip Kumar’s mother. Ujagir came out. The unwashed utensils lay scattered about the place. His face
fell. Inside, the trunk lay open. The silk sari and the silk blouse were missing. Ujagir became apprehensive and
hurriedly awoke his son.
“Pradip Kumar! Where’s your mother?”
Pradip Kumar started crying, “M-o-t-h-e-r!”
“Patience, my child,” he consoled Pradip Kumar. “Your mother has gone to the Ganga fair. She’ll be back by
the noon bus.”
The morning buses were due—and pat\fn{Promptly.} came Santokhi Singh. “What’s the matter, Ujagir?” he
asked. “You’ve not lighted the oven for the pakoras?”
“Pradip Kumar’s mother has gone to her aunt,” Ujagir replied. “There was an urgent call. Her aunt is dying.”
“Mother has gone to the Ganga Fair,” Pradip Kumar added blithely.
True to his police constable character, Santokhi Singh started cross-examining Ujagir. “The white bus did not
ply in the night. How did she go?”
Ujagir, without waiting for the morning’s first customer, offered Sahtokhi Singh an extra-large tumbler of tea.
“Times are bad,” Santokhi Singh observed contentedly, sipping the tea. “It’s not safe for women to go out alone.”
Buses came from both directions. Ujagir looked at the red bus. It had a new driver. “Where’s the old driver?”
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“On leave?” “For how many days?” “There are no pakoras today. Only tea, brother.”
In the afternoon Ujagir closed the shop.
His heart was sinking within him, and he felt like crying. But when he looked at Pradip Kumar’s face he pulled
himself together.
“Father, the noon bus is coming.”
But Pradip Kumar’s mother was not on it. “Wait for the three o’clock bus, son.”
“Father, the three o’clock bus is coming.”
No, she wasn’t on this one either.
This time father and son returned to the courtyard and started sobbing. “Your mother will surely come by the
night bus,” Ujagir consoled his sin\fn{ So the text. It would be a simple thing to assume a typographical error; but who knows what
the author had in mind?:H} between sobs. “She’ll bring for you a tin of biscuits … and toys.”
Pradip Kumar’s mother did come by the night bus.
“Mother … Mother has come!” Pradip Kumar started crying. And Ujagir too. “Where were you gone, Pradip
Kumar’s m-o-t-h-e-r?”
“Now, now, what’s wrong with you both?”
“Where had you gone? By which bus?”
“I went to Purnea. Not by bus. By truck.”
“You should have left word.”
“No one tells in advance when going on an important errand.”
Pradip Kumar was happy to get the toys. His mother brought out a tin of biscuits from her bundle. Ujagir
looked at her with unblinking eyes—it was after such a long time that she had put on a silk sari.
She untied a knot from the end of her sari and produced a piece of paper. “Guess what?”
Ujagir examined the paper under the dim light of the lantern. “God only knows. I can’t make out anything. Tell
me, what’s it. Looks like an official paper!”
Pradip Kumar’s mother laughed. “You’ve got it. It’s a government paper—a permit!”
“Permit? Permit for what?”
“Cement. Coal, Iron bars!”
“What will you do with them?” And then the light dawned on him. “A brick house, eh? Pradip Kumar’s
mother, you re wonderful! You are a veritable Laxmi.”
“I’ve done nothing. It’s all due to the kindness of the driver of the red bus. He’s the friend of the official’s
clerk. And do you know, I’ll raise half the funds for the house from this very Permit!”
“How?”
“You’ll see. Let the Lala’s son come.”
“Really? You are wonderful! Simply wonderful! What should I call you Pradip Kumar’s mother? Laxmi?”
“No, the silk-soft bride.”
“Ha, ha, ha, ha!”
*
The foundation for the new brick house had been dug. A mascot\fn{ A blue pennant} had been hung on a long
pole to ward off the evil eye.
But for the past few days a suspicion had been stirring in Ujagir’s mind. True, Lala’s son had given them
cement and iron bars. But why did he press Pradip Kumar’s mother’s fingers while she was handing him the
Permit? The other day the Police Inspector had addressed her as ‘my dove.’ He did not mind it though—
Government servants can get away with seven murders. But what about the driver of the red bus? He had smeared
her cheeks with red powder on Holi, the Festival of Colors. Holi is of course Holi,\fn{ It is a festival when all casts may
mix together freely and wish each other good fortune while throwing red powder or red-colored dye on one another .} and the driver
was a good man. But then …
The kettle sang and water started dripping from its snout, drop by drop.
“What’s the matter with you?” Pradip Kumar’s mother said. “Are you in your senses?”
“I was never more in my senses.”
Ujagir took down the kettle from the oven.
Why did that rat-faced head mason enter the courtyard without knocking at the door? And did he see a fleeting
smile on Pradip Kumar’s mother’s face?
Ujagir’s mind was filled with smoke. He called out for Pradip Kumar. Pradip Kumar had gone red in the face.
“Where’s your mother?” Ujagir whispered to him.
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“Father, the head mason is a scoundrel. He calls me Patasu.”
Ujagir’s face tingled. Stealthily he went near the threshold. Whispers? Some ‘private’ talk going on? And that
sala mason sitting with his dhoti pulled up to the thighs!
Ujagir went wild. His head became as hot as if the oven itself were burning right there.
“Mason!” he thundered. “Is this room your place of work?”
The head mason got up in confusion and scurried off. Pradip Kumar’s mother tried to hide her discomfiture
under a thin smile. Ujagir banged the door. Pradip Kumar’s mother was alarmed at his looks.
“You are a bitch!” Ujagir hissed at her. “A bitch! A bitch!!”
“What’s gone wrong with you today?” Pradip Kumar’s mother raised her voice.
Without uttering another word, Ujagir went in his room. “Pradip Kumar! Son!” he called from inside. Outside,
the ovens had started smoking.
The buses came. The drivers blew the horns. Santokhi Singh shouted for Ujagir. But there was no response.
“He won’t care for his shop now!” someone joked. “He’s getting a brick house constructed.”
The buses came, blew their horns and went away.
Ujagir did not leave his room the whole day. Pradip Kumar lay still by his side. His mother kept sobbing in the
shed.
When evening came, Ujagir got up and went to her. “Haramzadi, go away with that rat-faced mason! Get out
of my courtyard!”
“If you feel so cut up, you yourself keep watch over the work-hands from tomorrow,” Pradip Kumar’s mother
said. “A brick house is no joke …”
“Sali! To hell with your brick house!”
“Not so loud. There may be people in the shop!”
“To hell with the shop, you sali!”
Ujagir went out and smashed both the ovens. He closed the door of the vestibule. “Be gone by the back-door!”
he shouted. “Or I’ll kill you.”
Pradip Kumar started crying. Ujagir picked him up and went to his room. Pradip Kumar’s mother kept sitting
in the shed. Pradip Kumar fell asleep crying.
Night came. The buses thundered past. Ujagir came out. Pradip Kumar’s mother had stretched herself on the
ground under the shed.
Ujagir stealthily came to her side. “Why don’t you go and sleep in that mason’s cot? Don’t show off. Get up,
sali!” He pushed her. “I know a woman’s guile too well.”
Pradip Kumar’s mother slowly got up and fell at Ujagir’s feet. “Pradip’s father, strangle me with your own
hands.”
Ujagir clutched her neck. Her hair tumbled down in confusion. “Yes, I’ll kill you.”
“Kill me, kill me!”
“I’ll twist your neck, haramazadi!”
“Pradip’s f-a-t-h-e-r.”
“Speak, will you step outside the room from tomorrow, sali!”
“No.”
“You won’t laugh and joke with those fellows? Speak up!”
“With that mistri?” “No.” “The Police Inspector?” “No.” “What that Lala’s son?” “No.” With the Driver?”
“No, no, no.”
Her head resting against Ujagir’s breast, she started sobbing loudly. She felt as if she was enjoying the bliss of
wedlock for the first time in her life. “Pradip’s father, kill me. I don’t deserve to live …”
A bus thundered past.
68.41 The Cycle\fn{by Suresh Joshi (1921-1986)} Valod, Tapi District, Gujarat State, India (M) 1
And, suddenly Labhshankar stopped. Frozen, he listened. Was someone following him? Familiar footsteps!
Who could it be, he wondered.
With bated breath he waited for the sound of footsteps to formulate an answer as they came closer in the
crunched silence. He shivered. His eyelids drooped and involuntarily his hands began to strike the big wart on his
forehead. It was an old gambit. “Why did you marry me in the first place,” often his wife used to nag him. “The
way you caress it, one would imagine you needed that awful wart more than me. Is it some kind of a shield or
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something you can hide behind, when you are threatened? Does its touch make you feel invincible?”
And so, it had come to pass that long after she was gone, the wart had continued to grow up to the size of a
laddu, Lord Ganesha’s favorite dish served on his birthday. Many a fearsome demon lay imprisoned within the
wart.
Those footsteps again! Was it some demon chiving\fn{ Knifing} him again? Hurriedly he ducked behind the
wart. Beads of perspiration dripping down the wart, splintered on his eyelids and settled like teardrops in the
corners of his eyes. Opening his eyes he wiped them off.
But his vision was not clear. He could still hear those footsteps. He held his breath but could only hear his
heart pounding madly. Maybe there were no footsteps. Maybe his fancy was playing tricks with him. But … now,
there could be no mistake. At once he knew who it was.
“Raman, Raman!” he cried out desperately.
There was no answering echo. Not even a slight flicker creased the incandescence before him. A whiff of
breath brushing his nape chilled him to the bone. Staring frantically around, he stammered:
“Have you come to fetch me, Raman? Is Bakul with you? Where is mother?”
A trinity of dead faces stared out of the haze-faces of his two dead sons and their mother. He reached out to
them, but an odd kind of weight grounded him. With such leaden burden thrice he had stumbled across to the
burning ghats. He rubbed his eyes till a red dot was discernible through the haze. With its appearance life surged
back into his limp frame. A deep sigh escaped him. His place was not too far, really. The sight of the red patch
was reassuring. Actually, it was a post-box. His house was only a few steps from there. His ardent mind sallied
forth leaving his hapless body slumped by the roadside. Here were the rusty old padlock, window pane, cracked
ages ago.
He had been recently married then. One evening, he had come upon his wife dozing through a long weary vigil
huddled by the half-open window. He had playfully struck a tiny pebble to startle her a little. Missing his aim, he
had struck the pane. Rising in panic, she had clung to him like a child till fright had turned to rapture.
Under the impact of this pleasurable reminiscence, his body relaxed. The dead were peripatetic once again.
Reluctantly his mind crept back to where he lay with a bagful of vegetables. The flavor of fresh vegetables always
excited him very much. He had always been something of a gourmet. His wife’s culinary talent could never
satisfy his connoisseur’s palate. The smell of spice stinging his sensitive nostrils, the crackle from the frying pan,
the aroma of fresh garlic and coriander wafting from the grinder were his only confederates in this deserted house.
To fight the massive bouts of depression that assailed him now and then, he would just light the stove and start
cooking. He never made a pig of himself while eating. Cooking for him was almost an aesthetic pastime, almost a
form of worship. Enticed by the smell of cooking, the kids from the neighborhood tiptoed in his room from all
sides. Labhshankar always gave them a treat. There also arrived two salivating old crones to flatter him into
sharing with them his succulent dishes.
“Even the God of Death would gorge himself heartily on what you have cooked,” quipped Dalsukhbhai, who
was roughly his age.
Labhshankar thoroughly enjoyed himself through all the stages of cooking. The smell of boiling water with
rice in it, the smoke from the logs in the grate, the tang of lush green vegetables, and a pat of ghee settling on the
little mound of rice in his plate, everything delighted him. Nothing quickened him to life as the exotic smell of
wholesome food.
“God, you are fresh as rosebud,” he had moaned in ecstasy at the soft touch of his wife’s hand.
These recollections propped him up. As he straightened, he felt something crawling up his arm. From the
corner of his dimmed eye he could see a whacking big caterpillar which had been covered by a leaf of radish
moving up. He tried to stretch his hand up, hoping it would roll down and out of his jacket. But his hand refused
to move.
With a mounting sense of nausea he went down on all fours and began to crawl forward. He was moving at last
he thought. Everything around him was crawling too, the sun in the sky, the captive demons in his wart. The red
patch in the haze had vanished. Now every object began to crawl into the haze like a tortoise. Sounds also surged
softly forward. Waves of incandescence, rushed out of the haze and battered him to pieces. Chunks of flesh
severed from his body whirled around in the haze before dropping to the ground.
Like a man dangling down the open side of a cliff he clutched at the wart. All the demons marched out of the
wart at his bidding to contain the sadly gyrating cloud of haze. Tiny sounds around him tried to crawl up his body
like that caterpillar. Panic-stricken centipedes, the sounds ran all over his body. He tried to remove them. Some
sounds had not yet opened their eyes to light. With a tip of his finger he tried to lift them. Their cavities murmured
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indistinctly, their toothless mouths abruptly shut tight and continued to stare at him like hideous creatures.
The anklets tinkling on his boyish legs or his cheek tingling with the resounding slap of grandfather;
obscenities learned and uttered furtively for the first time; his roaring to scare a bevy of chattering girls going
home from the school; Ramu crying out in pain when he twisted his ear; his voice breaking during his later teens,
its hoarseness which seemed to belong to someone else; his sobbing in a desolate house pining for someone; the
crackling of logs from grandfather’s funeral pyre; the bangles snapping on his widowed aunt’s hand; the dark
night and the seductive intimacy of the first girl in his life; the strange longing in his voice; his body tossing and
twisting in the delirium of high fever; and during the month of Shravana long ago, the multi-hooded cobra hissing
through his blood; death’s shadow stalking in his house during the last five years; two bewitching, tear-stained
eyes fluttering over nuptial fires; bones creaking with some unknown weight borne by them; the first cry of life
from his new-born son; the lamp going out in the hands of his impatient wife, who had appeared from nowhere as
he sat reading till late one night; the thud of some unfamiliar weight being piled on his chest one sleepless night;
the terrified shriek of a mother stumbling after the bier of a son snatched away in the prime of life; the uncanny
sound of the wart growing inexorably over his forehead every night; the fingers of his dying son sinking into his
flesh, the wind moaning through the doorway; the striking of rudraksha beads moving through his fingers in his
darkened room; the oil lamp spluttering at him from the wall at midnight; the whole house in heaving silence; the
grief staring into his face, wrenching his sleep heavy eyes open; death trying to sneak in through a crack in the
wooden door at dusk; the faces in the photographs lisping in the light of the ghee-lamp in the evening; and at the
crack of dawn a fleeing apparition running smack into the bolted door, the sound of the sun with darkness and the
swish of the moon being swept away by the dark flood, and its bloated corpse putrefying on the surface and the
growling of some hideous beast, prowling around:
Labhshankar was hopelessly entangled in the skein of these sounds and felt them tightening around his throat.
78.333 Strange New World\fn{by Kulwant Singh Virk (1921-1987)} Phullarwan, Sheihupura District, Punjab State,
India (M) 2
How Hazara Singh made a comfortable living without putting his hand to tilling or any other conventional
mode of occupation was a mystery to many in the village. But those who knew never tired of admiring his
unusual skill at cattle-lifting,\fn{Cattle-rustling.} or housebreaking, and of relating stories of his nightly adventures.
In children’s story books, thieves generally end up locked behind impregnable prison bars. But Hazara Singh
had never been to jail. In fact, he was not even among those acknowledged miscreants whom the Police Inspector,
on his occasional visits to the village, would summon and openly beat up in our school compound, by way of
routine chastisement.
The visit of the Inspector, who always camped in our school, meant a holiday for us. But we did not stir out of
doors for fear of policemen. We only listened, all agog, from the roofs of our houses, to the yells and cries of the
criminals, coming from the school campus.
On such occasions, Hazara Singh, in his immaculate white turban, sat with the police dignitary on the string
charpoy, talking to him: or he would be seen busily running around making arrangements for the officer’s board
and stay.
Whatever little land Hazara Singh possessed was cultivated by his tenants and he seemed to lead a life
unburdened with any visible care or responsibility. Other peasants clad themselves in coarse home-spun and could
only afford, on rare festive occasions, to wear clothes bought from town. Hazara Singh always wound round his
head a respectable length of fine muslin and had ample yardage of mill-made white calico loosely draped around
his waist.
Appareled opulently in this wise,\fn{ In this manner} Hazara Singh would frequently be seen visiting his friends
or relations in the neighboring villages. In his own village he sat among the elders and was always the central
figure in such assemblies. He could talk of various things delightfully and was full of anecdotes and stories, with
which he held his listeners entranced.
I loved hearing Hazara Singh walk, especially of his daring exploits. Whenever I was home on holiday from
my school in town, I spent long hours listening to his tales told with humor and descriptive skill. He was evidently
proud of his prowess at cattle-lifting and at housebreaking, but from his narration it was not difficult to guess that
he relished the former procedure more than the latter. It gave him a greater sense of triumph. It was, to him, like
winning over troops from the enemy ranks. Whenever we sat together, Hazara Singh would lapse into a
reminiscent mood.
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“One day my nephew came to me,” he recounted once, sitting upon a tree-stump and scratching the earth with
a twig, “and said that he needed a pair of bullocks. He had seen one pair belonging to the Chathas of Ajnianwala
and wanted me somehow to deliver this to him at his farm! I told him that the Chathas were his father’s friends
and that he would not be able to keep their bullocks if they discovered where they were. And if he was ultimately
going to have to return the animals, why must he expose me to the rigors of cold wintry nights? But he was
insistent and assured me that I could count upon his ability to retain the animals once I managed to pass them on
to him. I promised I would.
“It was no easy ask unfastening those animals. It was the finest pair—and the cleverest—I ever encountered.
They would start at the slightest semblance of a shadow, and once frightened it was very difficult to lay hold of
them. Round their necks they wore rows of noisy trinkets which raised a loud alarm.
“I had of course taken with me two handfuls of green fodder. Sniffing food in my lap, the animals, instead of
getting frightened, stretched out their heads towards me. Caressing them affectionately with my fingers, I took off
the trinkets from their necks and walked out quietly with the two animals following me. The pair was well known
in that part of the country and anybody within a radius of nine or ten miles would at once have recognized it. I had
taken with me a fast mare and rode off with the bullocks strung to the saddle—really good oxen will always
follow a galloping horse! With the rise of the sun next morning I had done more than twenty miles and we
reached the village of Ranike to greet my cousins—sons of my mother’s sister—with an early good morning. I
tied the animals in their sugar-cane farm and lay down on a charpoy to rest in the sun. By nightfall again I set out
with the animals and arrived at my nephew’s farm before day break.
“The owners had been following close upon my heels. It was not difficult to keep track of three fleeing
animals. Next day they also reached there. They knew for certain where their bullocks were and brought batches
of common friends to intercede in their behalf. My nephew at last gave in and returned the animals. I still rag him
about it; he has no answer when I ask him why he made me ride through those two chilly nights if he could not
keep the bullocks.”
Animal-lifting was interesting, but there was a great deal more money in housebreaking and Hazara Singh was
no less proficient at it. His first principle in the technique of housebreaking was: “Avoid all noise at all costs!” and
he had ready-made formulas to this end. “Cloth” he would say, “is the best absorbent of sound. Cover up with
cloth all those objects that are likely to make a sound.’
The neighboring villages he had classified into two distinct categories—“his own” villages where he would
never dream of doing anything, and “others,” where he could operate freely without any qualms. But it was
difficult to say which set of villages was dearer to him. He knew all these so well; their roads and pathways,
bushes and pastures, canals and streamlets, he knew them all intimately. Even as a bee flitting from one flower to
another, drinking the honey, considers the whole garden her own, or as a youth visiting his maternal village
regards all homes with equal affection, Hazara Singh loved all these villages, whether “his own” or “others.”
Hazara Singh was proud of the art he possessed and he made no secret of it. Not many people he would say,
were so fleet of hand and foot.
“The moneylenders of Mangewala had a pucca build house,” he told us once. “The outer walls were plastered
over with cement and were thought to be invulnerable. One day I heard the moneylenders had come into a good
bit of crisp money in lieu of mortgaged land they had released. Now this was a wonderful opportunity.
“Four of us set to work. There were four men sleeping in the front of the house, completely oblivious of the
back rooms. I knew it was not easy to break through the walls and decided to cut into the foundation under the
wall. We kept digging away until the small hours of the morning and managed to worm a tunnel into the house
below the wall. Collecting whatever we could lay our hands on we made good our escape. Next day the Police
Inspector came and visited the spot. I was also present. As he went in and came out through the tunnel again, he
praised the man responsible, and admired his ingenuity and hard toil. He said he would compliment him,” Hazara
Singh chuckled, “when he was caught!”
Housebreaking was a sport for him—a sport which was exciting to him for its risks. But he would always give
a different impression to his friends. “This is no joke really,” he would say solemnly. “You never know for a
moment if you will be able to get away by the path you entered by. Of course, I think nothing of encountering
three or four persons, for I can run and can also wield a stick as well as anyone. But it is always a hare-andhounds affair, you know.
“Once three of us entered a village under cover of darkness. Two of us started cutting through a wall while the
third stood on watch round the corner. He dozed off, the wretch, but we unknowing, carried on with our work
relying on him to warn us if anything went amiss. Meanwhile, someone in the village saw us and went around
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collecting men. As I was creeping into the passage we had carved out, I heard dogs bark. I asked my companion
to wait. Next moment I saw a crowd of people barring the street whence we had entered. They thought that was
the only way to escape open to us. I calculated differently. Instead of backing out into the street we went into the
house, jumped over the wall into another house and, thus repeating the process a few times, escaped out of harm’s
way.
“Later the villagers came to know of it and whenever we met they would chaff me. ‘So, you nearly robbed our
Shah!’ ‘It is all a matter of luck’ I would reply, ‘I don’t know what you would have done to me had I been caught.
All a question of chance.’”
Then came the partition, and the land of the five waters\fn{ As the Punjab is still known, from the five rivers that flow
through it.} was torn in two. Hazara Singh leaving the villages he had so loved, the farms and fields, canals and
highways of which he knew every square inch, trudged his weary way with a caravan of refugees over the border
to Karnal. This too was Punjab, he was told, and here too there were villages and houses, farms and canals. But
everything seemed so different to him! How could this environment, so strange and uninspiring, ever be “Home”?
thought Hazara Singh.
After a few weeks I also arrived there. I had been looking forward to meeting Hazara Singh. He appeared to
me the only stable element in that changing, crumbling world. He, surely, would be unaltered, still skilled and
adventurous.
I was wrong.
Hazara Singh, too, like all of us, was uprooted and lost.
“It hardly makes a difference to you, uncle,” I said to him one day with the brashness of youth. “Like
government officials you are just the same here as you were there, aren’t you?”
“How can that be, son?” asked Hazara Singh quietly. “How am I different from my brothers? Am I not a sharer
in their sorrows and trials?”
“That is true; but if one possesses an art like yours, one can surely cash in on it anywhere, can’t one?”
“Oh, you mean that! Well, no; no, indeed. Far, far from it.” Hazara Singh shook his head sadly. “My steps
waver upon this ground. How can I do anything here? One needs the sights and sounds of home, the faces of
friends and kinsmen. Here,” he repeated, “I can do nothing.”
Neither danger nor fear of the law had ever balked Hazara Singh, but a strange new world defeated him.
117.220 Big Bill\fn{by Satyajit Ray (1921-1992)} Calcuta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India (M) 6
By Tulsi Babu’s desk in his office on the ninth floor of a building in Old Court House Street there is a window
which opens onto a vast expanse of the western sky. Tulsi Babu’s neighbor Jaganmoy Dutt had just gone to spit
betel juice out of the window one morning in the rainy season when he noticed a double rainbow in the sky. He
uttered an exclamation of surprise and turned to Tulsi Babu.
“Come here, sir. You won’t see the like of it every day.”
Tulsi Babu left his desk, went to his window, and looked out.
“What are you referring to?” he asked.
“Why, the double rainbow!” said Jaganmoy Dutt. “Are you color-blind?”
Tulsi Babu went back to his desk.
“I can’t see what is so special about a double rainbow. Even if there were twenty rainbows in the sky, there
would be nothing surprising about that. Why, one can just as well go and stare at the double-spired church in
Lower Circular Road!”
Not everyone is endowed with the same sense of wonder, but there is good reason to doubt whether Tulsi Babu
possesses any at all. There is only one thing that never ceases to surprise him, and that is the excellence of the
mutton kebab at Mansur’s. The only person who is aware of this is Tulsi Babu’ friend and colleague, Prodyot
Chanda.
Being of such a skeptical temperament, Tulsi Babu was not particularly surprised to find an unusually large
egg while looking for medicinal plants in the forests of Dandakaranya.
Tulsi Babu had been dabbling in herbal medicine for the last fifteen years; his father was a well-known
herbalist. Tulsi Babu’s main source of income is as an upper division clerk in Arbuthnot & Co., but he has not
been able to discard the family profession altogether. Of late he has been devoting a little more time to it because
two fairly distinguished citizens of Calcutta have benefited from his prescriptions, thus giving a boost to his
reputation as a part-time herbalist.
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It was herbs again which had brought him to Dandakaranya. He had heard that thirty miles to the north of
Jagdalpur there lived a holy man in a mountain cave who had access to some medicinal plants including one for
high blood pressure which was even more efficacious than rawolfa serpentina. Tulsi Babu suffered from
hypertension; serpentina hadn’t worked too well in his case, and he had no faith in homeopathy\fn{ The art of curing
founded on resemblances.} or allopathy.\fn{The art of curing by the use of remedies producing effects different from those produced by
the special disease treated.}
Tulsi Babu had taken his friend Prodyot Babu with him on this trip to Jagdalpur. Tulsi Babu’s inability to feel
surprise had often bothered Prodyot Babu. One day he was forced to comment,
“All one needs to feel a sense of wonder is a little imagination. You are so devoid of it that even if a fullfledged ghost were to appear before you, you wouldn’t be surprised.” Tulsi Babu had replied calmly,
“To feign surprise when one doesn’t actually feel it, is an affectation. I do not approve of it.”
But this didn’t get in the way of their friendship. The two checked into a hotel in Jagdalpur during the autumn
vacation. On the way, in the Madras Mail, two foreign youngsters had got into their compartment. They turned out
to be Swedes. One of them was so tall that his head nearly touched the ceiling. Prodyot Babu had asked him how
tall he was and the young man had replied, “Two meters and seven centimeters.” Which is nearly seven feet.
Prodyot Babu couldn’t take his eyes away from this young giant during the rest of the journey; and yet Tulsi Babu
was not surprised. He said such extraordinary height was simply the result of the diet of the Swedish people, and
therefore nothing to be surprised at.
They reached the cave of the holy man Dhumai Baba after walking through the forest for a mile or so then
climbing up about five hundred feet. The cave was a large one, but since no sun ever reached it, they only had to
take ten steps to be engulfed in darkness, thickened by the ever present smoke from the Baba’s brazier. Prodyot
Babu was absorbed in watching, by the light of his torch, the profusion of stalactites and stalagmites while Tulsi
Babu inquired after his herbal medicine. The tree that Dhumai Baba referred to was known as chakra-parna,
which is the Sanskrit for “round leaves.” Tulsi Babu had never heard of it, nor was it mentioned in any of the halfdozen books he had read on herbal medicine. It was not a tree, but a shrub. It was found only in one part of the
forest of Dandakaranya, and nowhere else. Baba gave adequate directions which Tulsi Babu noted down carefully.
Coming out of the cave, Tulsi Babu lost no time in setting off in quest of the herb. Prodyot Babu was happy to
keep his friend company; he had hunted big game at one time—conservation had put an end to that, but the lure of
the jungle persisted.
The holy man’s directions proved accurate. Half an hour’s walk brought them to a ravine which they crossed
and in three minutes they found the shrub seven steps to the south of a neem tree scorched by lightning—a waisthigh shrub with round green leaves, each with a pink dot in the center.
“What kind of a place is this?” asked Prodyot Babu, looking around.
“Why, what’s wrong with it?”
“But for the neem, there isn’t a single tree here that I know. And see how damp it is. Quite unlike the places
we’ve passed through.”
It was moist underfoot, but Tulsi Babu saw nothing strange in that. Why, in Calcutta itself the temperature
varied between one neighborhood and another. Tollygunge in the south was much cooler than Shambazar in the
north. What was so strange about one part of a forest being different from another? It was nothing but a quirk of
nature.
Tulsi Babu had just put the bag down on the ground and stooped towards the shrub when a sharp query from
Prodyot Babu interrupted him.
“What on earth is that?”
Tulsi Babu had seen the thing too, but was not bothered by it.
“Must be some sort of egg,” he said.
Prodyot Babu had thought it was a piece of egg-shaped rock, but on getting closer he realised that it was a
genuine egg, yellow, with brown stripes flecked with blue. What could such a large egg belong to? A python?
Meanwhile, Tulsi Babu had already plucked some leafy branches off the shrub and put them in his bag. He
wanted to take some more but something happened then which made him stop.
The egg chose this very moment to hatch.
Prodyot Babu had jumped back at the sound of the cracking shell, but now he took courage to take a few steps
towards it.
The head was already out of the shell. Not a snake, nor a croc or a turtle, but a bird. Soon the whole creature
was out. It stood on spindly legs and looked around. It was quite large; about the size of a hen. Prodyot Babu was

764

very fond of birds and kept a mynah and a bulbul as pets; but he had never seen a chick as large as this, with such
a large beak and long legs. Its purple plumes were unique, as was its alert behavior so soon after birth.
Tulsi Babu, however, was not in the least interested in the chick. He had been intent on stuffing his bag with as
much of the herb as would go into it. Prodyot Babu looked around and commented,
“Very surprising; there seems to be no sign of its parents, at least not in the vicinity.”
“I think that’s enough surprise for a day,” said Tulsi Babu, hoisting his bag on his shoulder. “It’s almost four.
We must be out of the forest before it gets dark.”
Somewhat against his wish, Prodyot Babu turned away from the chick and started walking with Tulsi Babu. It
would take at least half an hour to reach the waiting taxi.
A patter of feet made Prodyot Babu stop and turn round. The chick was following them.
“I say—” called out Prodyot Babu.
Tulsi Babu now stopped and turned. The chick was looking straight at him. Then it padded across and stopped
in front of Tulsi Babu where it opened its unusually large beak and gripped the edge of Tulsi Babu’s dhoti.
Prodyot Babu was so surprised that he didn’t know what to say, until he saw Tulsi Babu pick up the chick and
shove it into his bag.
“What d’you think you’re doing?” he cried in consternation. “You put that nameless chick in your bag?”
“I’ve always wanted to keep a pet,” said Tulsi Babu, resuming his walk. “Even mongrels are kept as pets.
What’s wrong with a nameless chick?”
Prodyot Babu saw the chick sticking its neck out of the swinging bag and glancing around with wide-open
eyes.
*
Tulsi Babu lived in a flat on the second floor of a building in Masjidbari Street. Besides Tulsi Babu, who was a
bachelor, there was his servant Natobar and his cook Joykesto. There was another flat on the same floor, and this
was occupied by Tarit Sanyal, the proprietor of the Nabarufi Press. Mr. Sanyal was a short-tempered man made
even more so by repeated power failures in the city which seriously affected the working of his press.
Two months had passed since Tulsi Babu’s return from Dandakaranya. He had put the chick in a cage which he
had specially ordered immediately upon his return. The cage was kept in a corner of the inner verandah. He had
found a Sanskrit name for the chick: Brihat-Chanchu, or Big Bill; soon the Big was dropped and now it was just
Bill.
The very first day he had acquired the chick in Jagdalpur, Tulsi Babu had tried to feed it grain. The chick had
refused. Tulsi Babu had guessed, and rightly, that it was probably a meat eater; ever since he has been feeding it
insects. Of late the bird’s appetite seems to have grown, and Tulsi Babu has been obliged to feed it meat; Natobar
buys meat from the market regularly, which may explain the bird’s rapid growth in size.
Tulsi Babu had been far-sighted enough to buy a cage which was several sizes too large for the bird. His
instinct had told him that the bird belonged to a large species. The roof of the cage was two and a half feet from
the ground, but only yesterday Tulsi Babu had noticed that when Bill stood straight its head nearly touched the
roof; even though the bird was only two months old, it would soon need a larger cage.
Nothing has so far been said about the cry of the bird, which made Mr. Sanyal choke on his tea one morning
while he stood on the verandah. Normally the two neighbors hardly spoke to each other; today, after he had got
over his fit of coughing, Mr. Sanyal demanded to know what kind of an animal Tulsi Babu kept in his cage that
yelled like that. It was true that the cry was more beast-like than bird-like. Tulsi Babu was getting dressed to go to
work. He appeared at the bedroom door and said,
“Not an animal, but a bird. And whatever its cry, it certainly doesn’t keep one awake at night the way your cat
does.”
Tulsi Babu’s retort put an end to the argument, but Mr. Sanyal kept grumbling. It was a good thing the cage
couldn’t be seen from his flat; a sight of the bird might have given rise to even more serious consequences.
Although its looks didn’t bother Tulsi Babu, they certainly worried Prodyot Babu. The two met rarely outside
office hours, except once a week for a meal of kebab and paratha at Mansur’s. Prodyot Babu had a large family
and many responsibilities. But since the visit to Dandakaranya, Tulsi Babu’s pet was often on his mind. As a result
he had started to drop in at Tulsi Babu’s from time to time in the evenings. The bird’s astonishing rate of growth
and the change in its appearance were a constant source of surprise to Prodyot Babu. He was at a loss to see why
Tulsi Babu should show no concern about it. Prodyot Babu had never imagined that the look in a bird’s eye could
be so malevolent. The black pupils in the amber irises would fix Prodyot Babu with such an unwavering look that
he would feel most uneasy. The bird’s beak naturally grew as well as its body; shiny black in color, it resembled
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an eagle’s beak but was much larger in relation to the rest of the body.
It was clear, from its rudimentary wings and its long sturdy legs and sharp talons, that the bird couldn’t fly.
Prodyot Babu had described the bird to many acquaintances, but no one had been able to identify it.
*
One Sunday Prodyot Babu came to Tulsi Babu with a camera borrowed from a nephew. There wasn’t enough
light in the cage, so he had come armed with a flash gun. Photography had been a hobby with him once, and he
was able to summon up enough courage to point the camera at the bird in the cage and press the shutter. The
scream of protest from the bird as the flash went off sent Prodyot Babu reeling back a full yard, and it struck him
that the bird’s cry should be recorded; showing the photograph and playing back the cry might help in the
identification of the species. Something rankled in Prodyot Babu’s mind; he hadn’t yet mentioned it to Tulsi Babu
but somewhere in a book or a magazine he had seen a picture of a bird which greatly resembled this pet of Tulsi
Babu’s. If he came across the picture again, he would compare it with the photograph.
When the two friends were having tea, Tulsi Babu came out with a new piece of information. Ever since Bill
had arrived, crows and sparrows had stopped coming to the flat. This was a blessing because the sparrows would
build nests in the most unlikely places, while the crows would make off with food from the kitchen. All that had
stopped.
“Is that so?” asked Prodyot Babu, surprised as usual.
“Well, you’ve been here all this time; have you seen any other birds?”
Prodyot Babu realized that he hadn’t.
“But what about your two servants? Have they got used to Bill?”
“The cook never goes near the cage, but Natobar feeds it meat with pincers. Even if he does have any
objection, he hasn’t come out with it. And when the bird turns nasty, one sight of me calms it down. By the way,
what was the idea behind taking the photograph?”
Prodyot Babu didn’t mention the real reason. He said,
“When it’s no more, it’ll remind you of it.”
*
Prodyot Babu had the photograph developed and printed the following day. He also had two enlargements
made. One he gave to Tulsi Babu and the other he took to the ornithologist Ranajoy Shome. Only the other day an
article by Mr. Shome on the birds of Sikkim had appeared in the weekly magazine Desh.
But Mr. Shome failed to identify the bird from the photograph. He asked where the bird could be seen, and
Prodyot Babu answered with a bare-faced lie.
“A friend of mine has sent this photograph from Osaka. He wanted me to identify the bird for him.”
*
Tulsi Babu noted the date in his diary: February the fourteenth, 1980. Big Bill, who had been transferred from
a three-and-a-half-foot cage to a four-and-a-half-foot one only last month, had been guilty of a misdeed last night.
Tulsi Babu had been awakened by a suspicious sound in the middle of the night. A series of hard, metallic twangs.
But the sound had soon stopped and had been followed by total silence.
Still, the suspicion that something was up lingered in Tulsi Babu’s mind. He came out of the mosquito net.
Moonlight fell on the floor through the grilled window. Tulsi Babu put on his slippers, took the electric torch from
the table, and came out on to the verandah.
In the beam of the torch he saw that the meshing on the cage had been ripped apart and a hole large enough for
the bird to escape from had been made. The cage was now empty.
Tulsi Babu’s torch revealed nothing on this side of the verandah. At the opposite end, the verandah turned right
towards Mr. Sanyal’s flat.
Tulsi Babu reached the corner in a flash and swung his torch to the right.
It was just as he feared.
Mr. Sanyal's cat was now a helpless captive in Bill’s beak. The shiny spots on the floor were obviously drops
of blood. But the cat was still alive and thrashing its legs about.
Tulsi Babu now cried out “Bill!” and the bird promptly dropped the cat from its beak.
Then it advanced with long strides, turned the corner, and went quietly back to its cage.
Even in this moment of crisis, Tulsi Babu couldn’t help heaving a sigh of relief.
A padlock hung on the door of Mr. Sanyal’s room; Mr. Sanyal had left three days ago for a holiday, after the
busy months of December and January when school books were printed in his press.
The best thing to do with the cat would be to toss it out of the window on to the street. Stray cats and dogs

766

were run over every day on the streets of Calcutta; this would be just one more of them.
The rest of the night Tulsi Babu couldn’t sleep.
*
The next day Tulsi Babu had to absent himself from work for an hour or so while he went to the railway
booking office; he happened to know one of the booking clerks which made his task easier. Prodyot Babu had
asked after the bird and Tulsi Babu had replied he was fine. Then he had added after a brief reflection,
“I’m thinking of framing the photo you took of it.”
On the twenty-fourth of February, Tulsi Babu arrived in Jagdalpur for the second time. A packing case with
Bill in it arrived in the luggage van in the same train. The case was provided with a hole for ventilation.
From Jagdalpur, Tulsi Babu set off in a luggage caravan with two coolies and the case, for the precise spot in
the forest where he had found the bird.
At a certain milepost on the main road, Tulsi Babu got off the vehicle and, with the coolies carrying the
packing case, set off for the scorched neem tree. It took nearly an hour to reach the spot. The coolies put the case
down. They had already been generously tipped and told that they would have to open the packing case. This was
done, and Tulsi Babu was relieved to see that Bill was in fine fettle. The coolies, of course, bolted screaming at
the sight of the bird, but that didn’t worry Tulsi Babu. His purpose had been served. Bill was looking at him with
a fixed stare. Its head already touched the four and a half foot high roof of the cage.
“Good-bye, Bill.”
The sooner the parting took place the better.
Tulsi Babu started his journey back to the Tempo.
Tulsi Babu hadn’t told anybody in the office about his trip, not even Prodyot Babu, who naturally asked where
he had been when he appeared at his desk on Monday. Tulsi Babu replied briefly that he had been to a niece’s
wedding in Naihati.
About a fortnight later, on a visit to Tulsi Babu’s place, Prodyot Babu was surprised to see the cage empty. He
asked about the bird.
“It’s gone,” said Tulsi Babu.
Prodyot Babu naturally assumed that the bird was dead. He felt a twinge of remorse. He hadn’t meant it
seriously when he had said that the photo would remind Tulsi Babu of his pet when it was no more; he had no
idea the bird would die so soon.
The photograph he had taken had been framed and was hanging on the wall of the bedroom. Tulsi Babu
seemed out of sorts; altogether the atmosphere was gloomy. To relieve the gloom, Prodyot Babu made a
suggestion.
“We haven’t been to Mansur’s in a long while. What about going tonight for a meal of kebab and paratha?”
“I’m afraid I have quite lost my taste for them.”
Prodyot Babu couldn’t believe his ears.
“Lost your taste for kebabs? What’s the matter? Aren’t you well? Have you tried the herb the holy man
prescribed?
Tulsi Babu said that his blood pressure had come down to normal since he tried the juice of the chakra-parna.
What he didn’t bother to mention was that he had forgotten all about herbal medicines as long as Bill had been
with him, and that he had gone back to them only a week ago.
“By the way,” remarked Prodyot Babu, “the mention of the herb reminds me—did you read in the papers today
about the forest of it Dandakaranya?'”
“What did the papers say?”
Tulsi Babu bought a daily newspaper all right, but rarely got beyond the first page. The paper was near at hand.
Prodyot Babu pointed out the news to him. The headline said

THE TERROR OF DANDAKARANYA
The news described a sudden and unexpected threat to the domestic animals and poultry in the villages around
the forests of Dandakaranya. Some unknown species of animal had started to devour them. No tigers are known to
exist in that area, and proof has been found that something other than a feline species had been causing the havoc.
Tigers usually drag their prey to their lairs; this particular beast doesn’t. The shikaris engaged by the Madhya
Pradesh Government had searched for a week but failed to locate any beasts capable of such carnage. As a result,
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panic has spread amongst the villagers. One particular villager claims that he had seen a two-legged creature
running away from his cowshed. He had gone to investigate, and found his buffalo lying dead with a sizeable
portion of his lower abdomen eaten away.
Tulsi Babu read the news, folded the paper, and put it back on the table.
“Don’t tell me you don’t find anything exceptional in the story?” said Prodyot Babu.
Tulsi Babu shook his head. In other words, he didn’t.
*
Three days later a strange thing happened to Prodyot Babu.
At breakfast, his wife opened a tin of digestive biscuits and served them to her husband with his tea. The next
moment Prodyot Babu had left the dining-table and rushed out of the house. By the time he reached his friend
Animesh’s flat in Ekdalia Road, he was trembling with excitement. He snatched the newspaper away from his
friend’s hands, threw it aside and said panting:
“Where d’you keep your copies of Reader’s Digest? Quick—it’s most important!”
Animesh shared with millions of others a taste for Reader’s Digest. He was greatly surprised by his friend’s
behavior but scarcely had the opportunity to show it. He went to a bookcase and dragged out some dozen issues of
the magazine from the bottom shelf.
“Which number are you looking for?”
Prodyot Babu took the whole bunch, flipped through the pages issue after issue, and finally found what he was
looking for.
“Yes—this is the bird. No doubt about it.”
His fingers rested on a picture of a conjectural model of a bird kept in the Chicago Museum of Natural History.
It showed an attendant cleaning the model with a brush.
“Andaigalornis,” said Prodyot Babu, reading out the name. The name meant terror-bird. A huge prehistoric
species, carnivorous, faster than a horse, and extremely ferocious.

† Andagalornis steulleti out hunting (23-5.3 million BC) †
The doubt which had crept into Prodyot Babu’s mind was proved right when in the office next morning Tulsi
Babu came to him and said that he had to go to Dandakaranya once again, and that he would be delighted if
Prodyot Babu would join him and bring his gun with him. There was too little time to obtain sleeping
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accommodation in the train, but that couldn’t be helped as the matter was very urgent.
Prodyot Babu agreed at once. In the excitement of the pursuit, the two friends didn’t mind the discomfort of
the journey. Prodyot Babu said nothing about the bird in the Reader’s Digest. He could do so later; there was
plenty of time for that. Tulsi Babu had in the meantime told everything to Prodyot Babu. He had also mentioned
that he didn’t really believe the gun would be needed; he had suggested taking it only as a precaution. Prodyot
Babu, on the other hand, couldn’t share his friend’s optimism. He believed the gun was essential, and he was fully
prepared for any eventuality. Today’s paper had mentioned that the Madhya Pradesh Government had announced
a reward of 5,000 rupees to anyone who succeeded in killing or capturing the creature, which had been declared a
man-eater ever since a woodcutter’s son had fallen victim to it.
In Jagdalpur, permission to shoot the creature was obtained from the conservator of forests, Mr. Tirumalai. But
he warned that Tulsi Babu and Prodyot Babu would have to go on their own as nobody could be persuaded to go
into the forest any more.
Prodyot Babu asked if any information had been received from the shikaris who had preceded them. Tirumalai
turned grave.
“So far four shikaris have attempted to kill the beast. Three of them had no success. The fourth never
returned.”
“Never returned?”
“No. Ever since then shikaris have been refusing to go. So you had better think twice before undertaking the
trip.”
Prodyot Babu was shaken, but his friend’s nonchalance brought back his courage.
“I think we will go,” he said.
This time they had to walk a little further because the taxi refused to take the dirt road which went part of the
way into the forest. Tulsi Babu was confident that the job would be over in two hours, and the taxi agreed to wait
that long upon being given a tip of fifty rupees. The two friends set off on their quest.
It being springtime now, the forest wore a different look from the previous trips. Nature was following its
course, and yet there was an unnatural silence. There were no bird calls; not even the cries of cuckoos.
As usual, Tulsi Babu was carrying his shoulder bag. Prodyot Babu knew there was a packet in it, but he didn’t
know what it contained. Prodyot Babu himself was carrying his rifle and bullets.
As the undergrowth was thinner they could see farther into the forest. That is why the two friends were able to
see from a distance the body of a man lying spread-eagled on the ground behind a jackfruit tree. Tulsi Babu hadn’t
noticed it, and stopped only when Prodyot Babu pointed it out to him. Prodyot Babu took a firm grip on the gun
and walked towards the body. Tulsi Babu seemed only vaguely interested in the matter.
Prodyot Babu went halfway, and then turned back.
“You look as if you've seen a ghost,” said Tulsi Babu when his friend rejoined him. “Isn’t that the missing
shikari?”
“It must be,” said Prodyot Babu hoarsely. “But it won’t be easy to identify the corpse. The head’s missing.”
The rest of the way they didn’t speak at all.
It took one hour to reach the neem tree, which meant they must have walked at least three miles. Prodyot Babu
noticed that the medicinal shrub had grown fresh leaves and was back to its old shape.
“Bill! Billie!”
There was something faintly comic about the call, and Prodyot Babu couldn’t help smiling. But the next
moment he realized that for Tulsi Babu the call was quite natural. That he had succeeded in taming the monster
bird, Prodyot Babu had seen with his own eyes.
Tulsi Babu’s call resounded in the forest.
'Bill! Bill! Billie!”
Now Prodyot Babu saw something stirring in the depths of the forest. It was coming towards them, and at such
a speed that it seemed to grow bigger and bigger every second.
It was the monster bird.
The gun in Prodyot Babu’s hand suddenly felt very heavy. He wondered if he would be able to use it at all.
The bird slowed down and approached them stealthily through the vegetation.
Andalgalornis.
Prodyot Babu would never forget the name. A bird as tall as a man. Ostriches were tall too; but that was largely
because of their neck. This bird’s back itself was as high as an average man. In other words, the bird had grown a
foot and a half in just about a month. The color of its plumes had changed too. There were blotches of black on
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the purple. And the malevolent look in its amber eyes which Prodyot Babu found he could confront when the bird
was in captivity, was now for him unbearably terrifying. The look was directed at its ex-master.
There was no knowing what the bird would do. Thinking its stillness to be a prelude to an attack, Prodyot Babu
had made an attempt to raise the gun with his shaking hands. But the moment he did so, the bird turned its gaze at
him, its feathers puffing out to give it an even more terrifying appearance.
“Lower the gun,” hissed Tulsi Babu in a tone of admonition.
Prodyot Babu obeyed. Now the bird lowered its feathers too and transferred its gaze to its master.
“I don’t know if you are still hungry,” said Tulsi Babu, “but I hope you will eat this because I am giving it to
you.”
Tulsi Babu had already brought out the packet from the bag. He now unwrapped it and tossed the contents
towards the bird. It was a large chunk of meat.
“You’ve been the cause of my shame. I hope you will behave yourself from now on.”
Prodyot Babu saw that the bird picked up the chunk with its huge beak, and proceeded to masticate it.
“This time it really is good-bye.”
Tulsi Babu turned. Prodyot Babu was afraid to turn his back on the bird, and for a while walked backwards
with his eyes on the bird. When he found that the bird was making no attempt to follow him or attack him, he too
turned round and joined his friend.
*
A week later the news came out in the papers of the end of the terror in Dandakaranya. Prodyot Babu had not
mentioned anything to Tulsi Babu about Andalgalornis, and the fact that the bird had been extinct for three
million years. But the news in the papers today obliged him to come to his friend.
“I’m at a loss to know how it happened,” he said. “Perhaps you may throw some light on it.”
“There’s no mystery at all,” said Tulsi Babu. “I only mixed some of my medicine with the meat I gave him.”
“Medicine?”
“An extract of chakra-parnha. It turns one into a vegetarian. Just as it has done me.”
66.2 The Weapon\fn{by Jahanara Imam (1921-1994)} Murishidabad, Murshidabad District, West Bengal State, India
(F) 3
Feeling absolutely ravenous, Mafiz began to walk so fast that his three comrades could not keep pace. Rashid
said:
“Why are you in such a hurry? Can’t you slow down a bit?” Manir agreed:
“My legs will give away any minute, we haven’t eaten anything at all today, and now you are making us run.”
Mafiz barked at them: ‘
“That is precisely why we need to reach home immediately. If you rest now you won’t be able to move later.
We have to reach home somehow and dump ourselves on the verandah—no more worries after that. Steaming
rice, dal, hot spicy fish, or maybe some tasty vegetables—” Ashek cut him short.
“Mafiz can only think about food,” he laughed.
“Why shouldn’t I? If you don’t recharge the engine on time, will it work?”
Laughing and talking along the way, they finally reached home. But something was wrong. Why was there no
light? The main door was wide open, it was very dark and still inside. All four of them shuddered. Mafiz cried out
in a cracked voice:
“Oh, God! Have they killed my sister?” He was about to enter the house when Manir tugged at his shirt:
“Stop! You never know who might be waiting inside to ambush us. Take your positions.”
The four comrades took up arms. First Manir fired a shot in the air, but there was no response. After waiting
for a minute or so Mafiz shouted:
“Chhabi! Chhabiran! Kalar Ma!\fn{ A note reads: Form of address for a woman who is not directly called by her name but
referred to as someone’s mother, as in this case she is known as Kala’s mother .} Where are you?”
No one replied. Then Ashek and Rashid, holding their rifles, went round the house in opposite directions,
walking on tiptoe, while Mafiz advanced through the main door. Manir followed closely behind with his gun.
There was no one inside. No enemy, ready to ambush them, not someone like Chhabiran, waiting to serve them a
meal. They went into the courtyard and took turns to shout out the names of Chhabiran and Kalar Ma. After some
time they heard something wet and heavy moving at the back of, the house—as if someone was walking, sopping
wet and dripping water everywhere. Mafiz called again:

770

“Chhabi, Kalar Ma, where have you disappeared to?”
This time they heard Chhabi’s voice:
“Bhaijan, here we are. There’s a lamp in the kitchen. Light it please.”
Mafiz went to the kitchen and, struck a match to find the lamp. He was shocked to see pans and bowls
scattered all over the place. It was difficult to find anything in such a mess. He came out and lit another match.
“What’s all this? Did a monster raid the house or something? I can’t find the lamp, come and look for it
yourself.”
Chhabiran wrapped her wet sari more closely round her body. Then bowing her head low, she crossed the
courtyard and entered the kitchen. The wet, dripping sounds that they had heard became clear to them now.
Someone must have entered the house—either the army or the Razakars\fn{Members of a paramilitary force made up of
Bengladeshis opposed to the separation of Bangladesh from Pakistan and its subsequent independence }—and the two women must
have gone down into the pond at the back of the house and hidden there. When they had heard familiar voices,
they had come up. But who could have come in? There was no army posting in the village and there were no
Rajakars either!
Mafiz lit one match after another till Chhabiran found the lamp.
“Let me change my sari,” she said. “You all go and have a wash, by then I’ll cook you some khichuri with rice
and dal. You can hear what happened after you’ve eaten.”
The kitchen was where Chhabi slept too. It was quite a large room. One side of it was used for cooking. On the
other side there was a cot—a mat and pillows lay on it. A few clothes were hanging from a string. In a corner of
the room, some new earthen pots were piled up. Chhabi kept all her personal belongings in these pots.
Mafiz walked out of the kitchen. Chhabi went to a corner and changed her sari. Then she called out to Kalar
Ma. Her room was right behind their house, within earshot. She too had changed her sari in the meantime. She
came into the kitchen and asked:
“What shall we cook for dinner?”
“Chop some onions and potatoes; quick. I am going to make a khichuri. Didn’t we have some eggs? Let’s put
those and the potatoes and onions into the khichuri. We have to get the food ready fast: You know how hungry
they are, especially Bhaija: forever famished!”
Chhabi laughed.
They finished dinner and heard the women’s story. In the late afternoon, Chhabiran and Kalar Ma had gone for
a dip in the pond behind their house. Suddenly they had heard unfamiliar voices and guessing who they could be,
they went down in the water and swam across to the other side under the shadow of trees drooping over the pond.
They stayed in the water, barely managing to breathe by keeping their noses above water. Rashid asked:
“Any idea who they were?”
“No, we didn’t get to see them. We went and hid under the water as soon as we heard those voices. But some
of them were speaking in Urdu. We even heard two gunshots.” Ashek said in a worried tone:
“I don’t really understand. We have never had any Razakars here, nor has the army been around. So who could
they have been?”
“Let’s go to Motibhai. He might be able to give us some clues.”
Motiur Rahman was the chairman of the union council. His house was virtually a haven for the soldiers of the
Liberation War. The army had not attacked the village until then nor were there any Razakars, so the Liberation
Army could roam freely, flouting their grenades and rifles and setting out on their missions.
Rahman was sitting in his office surrounded by people. As soon as Mafiz and his friends entered, he said:
“O Mafizmian, we cannot operate from here any more. An army camp has been set up near the bridge at
Betaldihi. Remember the part of the bridge you blew up last month? They have begun to repair that. They will
build a bunker too. They need laborers. They have sent orders to all of us; we have to send laborers from our
respective unions to work for free. I’ll have to send ten laborers each from all the nine villages under my union.
Just our luck!”
“Betaldihi is a good five miles from here, isn’t it? I believe they came to our village today?”
“So they did. They came with their orders. A captain and ten soldiers. There were some Razakars from
Betaldihi also. They came to my office, gave me the orders and left the village.”
“No, Motibhai, they didn’t return straightaway. They entered our house.”
Motiur Rahman was shocked.
“Did they? How is it that we didn’t hear of it? What exactly happened, tell us in detail.”
Mafiz narrated what Chhabiran had told them. Rahman was silent for a few minutes. Then he said:
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“They are going to come back again. You all must leave the village immediately and camp elsewhere. It is no
longer safe for the Liberation Army to be here.”
While they were talking, some other villagers came and reported that the army men had raided their houses too
on their way back and had taken away fruits, vegetables, chickens—anything they could lay their hands on.
Rahman sighed. Then he advised:
“Keep the women safely inside, let them be in purdah, don’t let them go out. These men have bad intentions.
I’ve heard enough about their misdeeds. We should all pray that nothing like that happens in our village.”
Back home, Mafiz told Chhabiran and Kalar Ma what he had heard. When she was told that her brother and his
friends would be leaving the village, Chhabiran began to cry. Mafiz tried to comfort her:
“Why are you crying? We won’t be gone very far, only a few miles from here. Kalar Ma can sleep in your
room at night and Kala can sleep outside, on the verandah. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”
“No, Bhaijan, take me with you.”
“Are you crazy? You’re a woman, where can we go with you tagging along?”
“Why? Take me wherever you are going. I’ll cook and clean up for you, and wash your clothes.”
“Don’t be silly. We won’t even know whether we will have a roof over our heads or whether we might have to
spend the nights under a tree. Listen, there is no reason to be afraid. There are so many people in the village. I’ll
ask Motibhai, Baset Chacha and some others to look after you. Kala can go to the market for you.” He paused a
little, then tried to make a feeble joke. “It will be good for you when we leave. You won’t need to sleep in the
kitchen any more. Get back to your own room and sleep comfortably.”
But Chhabiran went on sobbing. Finally she said:
“Then give me a weapon before you go.” Mafiz was bewildered.
“Weapon? What do you need a weapon for?”
“Why? I’ll kill those men if they come again.”
Her brother smiled sadly.
“O sister, how naïve you can be! You think you will be able to shoot the Pakistani soldiers with an old,
outdated rifle? They can kill scores of people within a few seconds by firing just once from their sten guns. Forget
this idea. Stay here quietly, don’t go out much. Say your prayers regularly and there will be no trouble. I’ll come
sometimes at night and see you.”
*
“Weapon! I must get hold of a weapon! Bhaijan, I couldn’t tell you the other day that I had asked for a weapon
not to kill those Pakistani soldiers but to save myself, save my body from being violated by them. I could at least
have killed myself before falling into their hands. What should I do now? I have lost my honor, yet I am still alive.
They have defiled me, now how do I destroy my body?”
Chhabiran kept mumbling to herself as she swam in circles round and round the pond. Kalar Ma came looking
for her and exclaimed:
“Oh, God! You’ve gone down into the water again, even with such a high fever! Do you want to die?”
Chhabiran got out of the pond and said in a strange tone:
“Don’t worry Kalar Ma, I won’t die till I have killed those men.”
Kalar Ma looked at Chhabiran’s fiery eyes and saw signs of grave danger. The day before three Pakistani
soldiers and a Razakar had come at night and raped the girl. Chhabiran had been half out of her mind since.
Through-out yesterday she had kept going back to the pond for dips and caught a fever. Yet she would not be
restrained. Kalar Ma had wanted to leave this place along with Chhabiran and her son after it had happened. But
Chhabiran would not be budged. Yes, she could run away, but how would she know that the men would not come
back that day? So she had decided she would first kill them and then kill herself.
Kalar Ma was convinced that Chhabi had gone mad. Was it possible for any woman to remain sane under such
circumstances? The day before, Kalar Ma had gone to the chairman’s house and reported everything to him. He
asked her to bring Chhabiran over to his place but Chhabi would not agree. Kalar Ma was in a fix—she was afraid
to stay here, at the same time she couldn’t leave Chhcabiran alone and go away. She was fortunate to have been
away in her own house for a while on that ill-fated evening. Otherwise, she too would not have been spared.
The scoundrels had not come that night but Kalar Ma had kept watch all night so that she could escape through
the back door if she heard them. Perhaps they would come back tonight? In fact, the chances were quite high. Last
time there had been three of them. Who knew how many would come next time.
Kalar Ma said to Chhabiran:
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“You don’t even know what you are saying. How do you think you are going to kill them? Do you have any
weapon?”
“Indeed, I have a very fine weapon. I hadn’t seen it, didn’t realize it earlier. Now I know how sharp it is! I
should be able to kill quite a few of them. Kalar Ma, come into the house please. You have to take an urgent
message immediately.” Kalar Ma was very worried.
“Take it where?”
“To the village where Bhaijan is camping with his friends. Go and tell him that he should come here with some
of his comrades after two nights. I have invited a few Pakistani soldiers and some Razakars to dinner. Bhaijan
should come and kill those dogs then.”
Kalar Ma was bewildered. She thought Chhabiran must have gone completely mad. She held the girl close to
her and brought her inside the house, helped her change her sari and sat her down on the bed. Then, drying her
hair, she told Chhabiran:
“Calm down, my dear. It was your ill fate, what can you do about it? Say your prayers, plead for Allah’s mercy.
He will surely bring you peace.”
Chhabiran jerked her head away fiercely.
“Stop talking rot, Kalar Ma! When my brothers are starving for days and spending sleepless nights, why
should I sit idle and waste time in crying and pleading? I have found a weapon. My brothers are fighting the Khan
Senas with their rifles and grenades.\fn{ A note reads: Soldiers from the erstwhile West Pakistan led by General Yahya Khan, who
unleashed a reign of terror in East Pakistan in 1970-71 .} I too am going to kill the bastards with my new-found weapon.
Hurry, Kalar Ma, go right now. There isn’t much time. All my plans will be ruined if we delay.”
231.38 The Bull And The She-Devil\fn{by Zaib-un-Nissa Hamidullah (1921-2000)} Calcutta, Calcutta District, West
Bengal State, India (F) 4
The well was one only infrequently used.
Even so it had water, sweet water, and Ghulam Qadir drank thirstily from the bucket he had just drawn up. For
it was a hot day, the hottest of the season, and his throat was parched. Having quenched his thirst he splashed the
remaining contents of the bucket over his face and upon his thick crop of unruly black hair.
“This has cooled me,” he told himself, “cooled me from the outside, but not from the inside. Not from the
inside,” he repeated moodily, staring at his bullock resting in the shade.
The cooling water trickled from his face and hair down his neck and on to his long striped shirt, but he did not
bother to wipe it. All he did was to brush back the drops that dripped from his bushy eyebrows on to his lashes.
Then he put the bucket back in its place on the edge of the well and looked down into its depths. His glance was a
casual one, but suddenly, like a man possessed, he bent his whole body forward and peered into the darkness
below, his eyes glittering with excitement.
From the depths of the water she stared back at him. Yes, even here, even here on the land she haunted him. He
looked with loathing upon her sensitive face, that soft slow smile, those eyes so full of tenderness. Almost he
could hear her speak. Speak in those soft, persuasive accents that irritated him so. In a sudden outburst of fury he
clenched his fist at the lovely face.
“Shaitan,” he shouted. “She Devil! She Devil!! She Devil!!!”
Frenziedly he picked up a stone and hurled it into the well, aiming straight at her eyes... The stone splashed
right into the middle of the water, agitated ripples disturbed its tranquility and her face, that face he hated so,
vanished.
Ghulam Qadir stood erect once more, tightened his lungi around his waist, tethered his bullock and once again
set about his ploughing. But even here, even on this field that hailed him victor and gave unto him its abundance,
season after season, she haunted him.
“Curse her! Curse her!!” he shouted out aloud, staring full into the face of the summer sun and spitting in
disgust upon the brown earth.
She would be sitting by the fire now, he knew, her black hair, newly washed, flowing gracefully around her
and reaching to her knees. She would be smiling. Yes, smiling that strange half smile that set his heart beating so
furiously. Smiling to herself as she cooked his meal. Yes, it was for him that she cooked, for him that she worked,
for him that she existed. For was she not his woman—she his wife and he her master?
Yes, he told himself again and again, thrusting angrily at his bull to give full emphasis to his thoughts, he was
her master and would force her to bring forth the fruits of her womb, even the fields gave up to him their
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abundance.
“She Devil!” He spat out the words once again as the bullock stumbled on a stone, and gave it an angry,
vicious twist of its tail.
“She Devil, that’s what she is, a She Devil.”
But though he strove to give up his spleen, though he thought of her again and again with hate, she would not
give him peace. In spite of himself he found his thoughts turning to the softness and the roundness of her slender
form, the fairness of her complexion, the way her lashes curled upon her cheeks and fluttered as frightenedly as
the wings of a bird fallen from a bush, when he shouted at her.
To possess her was his one object in life now. And yet, had he not already possessed her a score of times and
over? Had he not claimed her again and yet again, night after night? Was she not, without any manner of doubt,
his woman? His by every claim that man can have over woman?
And yet … And yet there was this doubt that disturbed him and tormented him, this new element in the
relationship between man and woman of even the possibility of which he had been oblivious.
He remembered how, when first he had brought her here as a bride, all his ardent young manhood aflame, he
had had his fill of her. To him she was, those first few weeks, a body. A body and nothing more. A body beautiful
and soft that eased the so long-suppressed desires of his senses.
But as the weeks passed and he saw her about their mud hut, the way she walked, the way she smiled at others,
the tender look in her eyes as she patted the bullock, in his mind a doubt was born. For she remained a separate
being, an individual in her own right, a stranger.
Yes, a stranger, even though her body grew sweetly familiar And he noticed, first with apprehension and then
with anger that her face, so expressionless when speaking to him, was soft and sweet when turned towards his
nephew, his elder brother or his bullock.
He looked with antagonism at the fine beast of burden in front of him, and anger rising high gave the bull
another vicious twist of its tail. For even this four legged creature, this shaitan of a bull was spoken to in sweeter
accents than any she had ever addressed to him. In his annoyance at remembrance of the night before, he picked
up a stone and aimed it straight at the animal’s head …
For it was all the bull’s fault. Yes, none other but this devil incarnate of a beast that had made him do it. Even
now, even in mere remembrance of it, he was embarrassed. For he had never intended to raise his hand to her.
After all, he was a gentle man and a patient one. The whole village would bear witness to this. Had not Amna, the
village matchmaker, used this description above all others to win over the She Devil’s parents and make them
agreeable to the match? At least that is what Amna had told him when she held out her greedy fingers for the fifty
rupees that was her fee for arranging this marriage. He recalled her words:
“You are a fortunate man, Ghulam Qadir,” she had said in her quavering old tones, “a very fortunate man. For
not only is Shirin as sweet as the scent of champak flowers, but she is as supple as a reed and will sway to your
slightest wishes, for she is a child nurtured to womanhood in an atmosphere of tenderness and affection. One who,
they say, has a heart filled to overflowing with love of everything living. And,” here the old woman's furtive eyes
had peered lasciviously into his, “that over-flowing cup of love will be yours to drink your fill.”
The sun was hotter today than he had ever known it before, and all around him the earth lay hard and parched
and barren. Bead upon bead of perspiration trickled down his body, wetting his shirt so that it stuck to him so
closely that the hair on his chest showed clearly through it as he worked. He was alone on the field today for Gul
Mohammed, his elder brother, had gone to the city to arrange purchase of a new much talked about fertilizer
which, people said, would increase the fertility of the soil. And with him he had taken his son, Allah Wasaya. So
she must be alone in the hut, all alone, he thought, and hot waves of desire rose within him and he hurried his
bullock for he wanted to get home early and be with her …
But he was not at his best today and, in spite of his eagerness, the tilling progressed much slower than usual.
“It’s this dull ache in my head,” he thought angrily, “this dull ache that this She Devil has put there.” And again
anger against his young wife infuriated him.
“Curse her,” he said, spitting once again. “Curse her and that evil old liar Amna.” The heavy, hot beat of anger
drummed at his temples as he repeated,
“That old liar Amna. Told me she had a cup of love brimful with tenderness. Liar!” He looked once more full
into the face of the blazing morning sun and repeated,
“Liar!”
For she was as cold to his caresses as the pieces of ice they put into the glass of lassi he sometimes had at the
village shop. True, he held her in his arms and had his way; true her body was soft and sweet to his caresses, but
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where was her heart? That was the question that tormented him, where was her heart and who was king of it?
Last night, before the regrettable incident outside the hut, he had asked her. Asked her suddenly, himself
unaware that such words could come out of his mouth. She had been standing at the window staring up at the stars
and, though he was hot with desire and knew that his hunger could easily be assuaged, he had suddenly become
aware of another hunger within him; a deeper, more disturbing one. A hunger that he had never known before, but
which had emerged even as he had held her in his arms and eased the hunger of his senses. And this new
tormenting hunger grew great, the more the one of his senses was satisfied.
He himself knew not what it was, and yet … and yet something within him told him that it stemmed from
something far above and beyond sex.
He wanted her to desire him, wanted her voice to soften to him as it softened when she spoke to his brother
and his nephew and even to his bull. Damn the creature! Again his anger against the animal returned and he
prodded it viciously between its legs and felt a passing satisfaction at the way the poor beast winced.
“Are you happy with me?” he had asked. And amazingly his voice had, even to his astonished ears, a tinge of
pleading, as if longing to be reassured, longing to be told that he possessed, not the empty shell of her body alone,
but the whole of her.
She had turned away from the window and looked at him. With astonishment he realized that this was the first
time in their three months of marriage that they had looked thus into each others’ eyes. Was it wistfulness in hers,
he wondered, was it appeal, was it reproach? He could not tell. Though this much he knew and joyed in it, it was
not hate.
But neither was it love. Yet even as she looked into his questioning eyes and saw the pleading and the
puzzlement within them, a sudden light sparkled and softened hers, as if for the first time she saw him as a man
and not as a demanding animal.
“I—” but even as she spoke there was commotion outside and Allah Wasaya came pounding at their door.
“The bull,” he cried excitedly, “the bull has strayed again. He’s in the next house and running wild.”
Ghulam Qadir rushed out, for he knew this bull of his was a stubborn creature, capable of doing much damage
as he had discovered to his cost only a few weeks previously when made, by the village elders, to pay
compensation to his neighbour. He had run in search of the animal and she had followed him. He knew this,
although she kept her distance. And the knowledge brought his hatred of her to the surface again.
“She Devil!” he had thought. “I’ll show her who’s owner of the bull, I’ll show her whose command it obeys.”
And to do this he was determined. For the bull, the finest in the village and his own precious beast of burden
had, ever since his wife’s arrival, turned turbulent. This in spite of the fact that it had been the best and the most
amenable of animals before.
Instead of answering to his summons, as in the past, it ignored him now. And, as if this were not bad enough,
defied him even. Thrice already the animal had turned unruly and wandered around refusing to allow him,
Ghulam Qadir, his master to tether it. And on each occasion it was his wife who ultimately, with a few soft words,
calmed the creature and led it back as easily as if it had been a baby lamb.
Yet once again Ghulam Qadir gave the animal’s tail a vicious twist. He hated the bull now. Hated it as much as
he had loved it formerly.
“Faithless creature,” he shouted at the poor, uncomprehending animal. “Even you have surrendered your soul
into this She-Devil’s keeping.” He looked from the animal up at the blazing sun and a strange light came into his
eyes.
“She’s after my soul as well!” he shouted. “She wants to ensnare me as she has ensnared all the others! She
Devil, She Devil, She Devil!” He continued yelling as he tilled the soil, while the perspiration streamed down his
back and the deadly noon-day sun struck with all its brilliance upon his uncovered head.
At last the morning’s work was over and Ghulam Qadir turned his bullock homewards. In spite of himself his
heart began to beat excitedly as he neared the little courtyard and caught a glimpse of his wife’s sky blue
duppatta. But anger surged once more within him for his anticipated afternoon alone with his young wife would
never materialize. For there, lying full length on a charpoy under the neem tree was his nephew, Allah Wasaya,
and beside him sat his elder brother, Gul Mohammed, smoking his hookah.
So annoyed did Ghulam Qadir feel that he did not even respond to his brother’s greeting and quickly entered
the hut, forgetting even to tie the bullock. His wife turned as she saw him and a little half smile of greeting flitted
across her face. It was evident that she had forgotten his harsh words and anger of the evening before when,
exasperated and humiliated at the fact that she had succeeded in doing what he could not, and had shamed him
before the whole village by bringing the bull passively home, he had struck her full in the face. This he had done
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not so much to hurt her as to proclaim to the village that he was master and this his woman, even as the bull was
his animal.
“Lunch is ready,” she said in her sweet, soft voice, “but would you first like to have a glass of falsa sherbet
that I made with the fruit your brother brought from the city?”
Without condescending to reply, he brushed past her and went to wash his hands, the anger within him
mounting in intensity until it turned the mild headache of the morning into a throbbing, tempestuous one.
As he washed his hands he cursed her again. Cursed her again with every fiber of his being. This She Devil had
bewitched not only his bull, but his brother and his nephew as well. His brother, who was as dear to him as a
father, indeed had been a father to him all these years, for he was twenty years his senior and had brought him up
as his son. Yes, she had bewitched this wise, gray bearded brother of his. Bewitched him so thoroughly that,
instead of appreciating his anger against the bull, he was forever reprimanding him on his treatment of it. And
only last night, after the public slapping of his wife was over and she inside and weeping, his brother had said
very gravely and anxiously as they sat outside,
“I don’t know what has come over you Ghulam Qadir. Your marriage, 1 thought would bring added joy into all
our lives. For you have never known the tender companionship of a woman and I, ever since Allah Wasaya’s
mother followed our parents to the grave, have had none but you two to ease my loneliness. Your marriage, 1
fondly hoped, would bring sweetness into our lives again and, later on, with Allah Wasaya also wed, the family
rounded and complete. But,” here he sighed deeply and looked at his brother out of puzzled worried eyes, “instead
of this I find that your entire nature has changed since the arrival of your bride. You’ve become both rude and
callous. Not only do you treat your bull with cruelty, but you beat your wife for being kind to it.”
He had not even condescended to reply. What would have been the use, anyway? Had not his brother been
bewitched as well? Did he not heed every one of her soft-spoken suggestions about household matters?
And his nephew, Allah Wasaya, how he hated him! That handsome strapping youth on the verge of manhood
with something of the weakness of womanhood within him. A something that made him waste his time playing on
a flute, gazing up at the moon or planting flowers round the house.
Flowers! Ghulam Qadir pushed aside the lota with disgust and, seeing a pot of motia flowers in a comer on
which white waxen blooms had opened up their scented sweetness, with a wild gesture of anger he stretched
towards the plant and, with one mighty pull, uprooted it.
“Flowers and flutes,” he muttered angrily to himself, “just the foolish kind of things that appeal to women,”
and continued with the washing of his hands.
But he stopped abruptly and fear flickered in his eyes. For suddenly he remembered, remembered that he had
forgotten to tie the bull. By God! That rascal would run off again. Run off and shame him once more! Nervously
he threw the lota aside and rushed out, followed by the frightened, anxious eyes of his wife.
The bullock was resting quietly under the shade of the tree, chewing the cud. But the sight of Ghulam Qadir
rushing towards it unnerved the animal and, with a sudden jerk, the bull turned and ran frenziedly in the opposite
direction. Anger almost made Ghulam Qadir’s face unrecognizable, as picking up the short stout stick that always
stood by the side of their door, he rushed after the animal gesticulating wildly and shouting at it at the top of his
voice.
Some children were playing outside the courtyard. At the sound of Ghulam Qadir’s shouting they turned and,
seeing him running after the bull, came and stood at the fence, watching. Round and round the hut ran the
frightened bull, and round and round ran Ghulam Qadir, the veins on his throat swelling out with each angry
shout. To the children the sight was comical; first one and then another began to giggle; softly at first and then
hilariously.
The young wife winced at the sound of their laughter. She could no longer prevent herself and rushed from the
doorway towards her husband and the bull. Nearing the animal she called out to it softly and soothingly. Each
time the bull neared her in its frantic circlings it became calmer, until at last it slowed down so much that she
could quickly go up and take hold of it. She did so with gentle, reassuring fingers and the animal, quieter now,
allowed her to lead it to its stall and tie it up.
“Shabash! Shabash!” shouted the children in great glee. “Shabash auntie you have succeeded where uncle
could not.”
Ghulam Qadir, who had been standing for the past few minutes watching his wife, was galvanized into action
by the words. With a quick lunge of his powerful arm he caught hold of a handful of his wife’s long black hair
and, with it, dragged her down to the ground before him. Then he hit her with the stick held in his hand. Once
twice and thrice the blows fell, each time more forcefully. Yet even so, the woman did not cry out.
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“I’ll show you, I’ll show you!” swore Ghulam Qadir, as he put every ounce of strength he possessed behind the
fourth blow.
But it never fell. For Gul Mohammed was upon him, twisting his arm in an endeavour to shield the woman.
Wild with rage, Ghulam Qadir turned away from the woman and upon his brother, striking out at him with every
ounce of concentrated energy. The old man moaned and fell to the ground, blood trickling from his mouth.
Allah Wasaya had been asleep all this while. Awakened by the commotion he watched unbelievingly for a
second rubbing his eyes to make certain he was not having a nightmare. Then he rushed towards Ghulam Qadir
screaming in horrified accents,
“Have you gone mad, uncle, have you gone mad?”
Ghulam Qadir watched the advancing youth with eyes that had the cunning of a wild animal. As soon as the
lad was within striking range he picked up the heavy spade that lay but a few paces away and, even as the youth
came remonstrating towards him, he struck, aiming straight at the handsome head. Again and again he hit out,
joying in it. Till the lad stumbled and, blood gushing out in streams from his battered head, crumpled in a heap on
the ground.
A deathly silence descended. Even the air seemed still as Ghulam Qadir stared around him. First at his brother,
down whose gray-bearded face blood and tears made a curious mixture, then at the still, stiffening figure of Allah
Wasaya whose life blood dripped all over his father’s encircling arms, and lastly, straight into the tear filled eyes
of his wife.
A mist seemed to rise in front of him. He was dizzy. Dizzy with he knew not what heartbreak and despair.
Slowly, ever so carefully, he rubbed his eyes with his hairy, blood stained hands as if trying to wipe out the scene
confronting him. Then he looked again. And again he met the large, long lashed eyes of his wife. He gazed
fascinated deep down into their depths and saw hate uncoil within them, a deep and deadly hate of him and all
that he was...
He reeled. His vision clouded and he would have fallen. But he steadied himself and swaying as if drunk, he
walked as quickly as he could out of the courtyard and towards the open fields. Even as he did so his pace
quickened and he began to run. On and on he went in the full blaze of the noonday sun, and as he ran tears
trickled down his cheeks and again and yet again he brushed them away with his hairy, blood stained hands.
He did not stop running until he reached the well where he had drunk water earlier. Here he stopped, sank to
the ground, buried his face in his hands and wailed like some mortally wounded animal. For a long, long while he
continued thus, sobs shaking his sturdy frame and mingling with the cawing of curious crows. When he had cried
his fill he stood up and, going slowly to the edge of the well, stared once again into its depths.
Her face smiled up at him once again. Smiled up at him sweetly and mockingly, with eyes in which love and
hale alternated.
“You devil,” he said, dry-eyed now and curiously tranquil. “You She Devil.”
And then, with a sudden leap he was over the edge of the well and had plunged deep into its dark depths. A
tremendous splash startled the crows and started them crowing interminably, while agitated ripples continued to
disturb the surface of the water throughout that torrid afternoon.
65.116 Excerpt from Balika Badhu: The Adolescent Bride, A Fairy Tale Of Youthful Love\fn{by Bimal Kar
(1921-2003)} Taki, North 24 Parganas District, West Bengal State, India (M) 10
This anecdote is somewhat olden. Temporally it may be traced back about three yugas.\fn{A measure of time
Coins bearing King George V’s head were then in circulation—it was the time of our
youth. Of course, coins from that era are no longer legal tender; I suppose this old-fashioned rustic tale is likewise
no longer a la mode in this day and age. Nevertheless, so many seasons later, I feel this great longing to narrate it
here.
My father, Shashadhar Sinha Mahashay, who has since ascended to Heaven, was a man with a rather curious
disposition. Neither in style nor in acumen could he be equated with those around him. He was by nature unique,
and by stature quite exceptional: six feet in height, and I estimate about four feet in circumference. His arms were
long and powerful, and his spine was straight as an arrow. His complexion was golden like a fully ripened fruit, of
the bel tree. He considered it effeminate for men to fuss with grooming their hair, and, to lend credibility to his
perception, he would never allow even the slightest tuft of hair to grow on his head. We had a family barber,
whose job it was to shave my father’s beard every morning, and to shave his head clean with Sunrise razor every
Sunday. If necessary, he would wear a white turban on his head. Oddly enough, despite his utter disapproval of
equivalent to thirty-six years.}
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cranial hair, he sported a powerful mustache on his upper lip. He considered it an essential purusha
dharma\fn{The nature or principle of manhood.} for a man to preserve his whiskers.
My father also wore the upavita—the sacred thread symbolizing high birth. We learnt from him that our
forefathers were Rajputs.\fn{A martial clan originating from Rajputana (modern Rajasthan), known for valor and courage .} For a
variety of reasons, my grandfather had left behind his kinfolk, his home, and his estate to migrate to Bengal.
There, where the terrain had lost the moisture-laden, verdant and fertile climate characteristic of Bardhaman
district\fn{In West Bengal.} to turn crimson and bone-dry—where the barren fields stretched out without limits,
interspersed with clumps of wild date palms and palash trees—my grandfather planted himself amongst the local
aghori, chattaraj, pankhi, sahana and majhi tribes, and eventually became one of their own. Only a few of our
ancestral customs and rituals survived within the household for a while—in time, these, too, were virtually
obliterated. In our social activities, practices and modes of education, we soon became members of Bengali
society
My mother was the daughter of a local estate manager. Perhaps because she was graceful of appearance and
gentle of demeanor, she was called Lakshmi.
My parents had three children. I am the eldest; my sister Chandra is about a year-and-a-half younger. Our
youngest brother is six or seven years our junior. Father almost always addressed him by the name Dharmaraj.\fn
{Another name for the enforcer of the natural order, i.e., the Lord of Death, Yama .} It was not that any special signs had
appeared at the hour of his birth to signify our brother’s future metamorphosis into a paragon of righteousness. At
the instant of his arrival, Father was reading the eighteenth chapter of the Mahabharata in his room; a pair of
distinctly martial cats was noisily defying one another to fight. Upon receiving news of the birth of his youngest
son, Father closed his Mahabharata, and greeted his newborn with the appellation Dharmaraj.
I have mentioned that my father was a man with a curious disposition. He had no weakness about gods or
demons; he would not partake of prasad\fn{Food consecrated to a deity; then distributed to the worshippers as holy .}
consecrated at pujas,\fn{Hindu worship ceremonies.} he would not offer anjali\fn{Offering of flowers and/or prayers made
with joined palms during a worship ceremony.}—yet he was sincere about his social duties and righteous actions. Reciting
the Surya-mantra after his bath every day; and reading the Mahabharata and the Bhagahvadgita every night were
among his regular activities. He was a great admirer of the venerable Vidyasagar.\fn{ A venerable address for Ishwar
Chandra Vidyasasgar, extraordinary Mahashay scholar, reformer and philanthropist of nineteenth century Bengal .} As a rule, devotees
tend to be emotional and zealous. It is not that Father did not possess a modicum of these two qualities. However,
I suspect the real reason behind Father’s particular attraction to a mahapurusha\fn{A title used to describe a great man .}
such as Vidyasagar Mahashay was the indomitable manliness of his character. Once, Father had a run-in with the
local thana\fn{A local or regional police station.} and police in attempting to carry out a widow re-marriage in some
village. Later, he had opened a pathshala\fn{A country school.} there in Vidyasagar’s name, where the village boys
and girls would nonchalantly munch on chick peas and puffed rice, and glibly rip up the pages of Vidyasagar
Mahashay’s Varna Parichay distributed free of cost to the school. I have even witnessed a few naked Bauri kids
rollicking around the school-yard, munching puffed rice. Sadly, that school is no more.
Grandfather had made our family prosperous before departing from sansara.\fn{The phenomenal world subject to the
illusory effects of Maya.} Father gradually; but steadily increased the fortune over time. Farmland, abundant grains,
homestead—these were already acquired; later, Father took up contractual projects at the coal mine. He would
transport goods by lorries, and every once in a while auction off scrap metal. Once, he purchased an old boiler,
and, installing it in the village, attempted to manufacture bricks using modern scientific methods. Unfortunately;
in the end he only wasted money over the boiler project—the intended bricks never came off the assembly line.
Presently the junk boiler came to be covered with wild creepers and weeds, and frequented by venomous gokhura
snakes. In the end, there remained no alternative but to have the boiler removed elsewhere by lorry
When he was nearing old age, Father became obsessed by two whimsical ideas. For some inexplicable reason,
he became convinced that early marriage was most beneficial for our society and way of life. He wrote a fifty-five
page pamphlet on the subject, and, having it published at his own expense, began to distribute it. His second whim
was to establish something like a new Arya Samaj. This latter whim did not last long—its only fruit was that,
under the codes of that Samaj, we learned to use the more formal sadhu bhasha in our day-to-day conversation,
apparently because it was considered a more civilized form of speech.
Father’s first whim, on the other hand, has had a lasting effect in our lives. “All words, and no action”—Father
was not such a person. To demonstrate first hand how useful and desirable early marriage could be, he married
Chandra and me off the same month, only a few days apart. I was then a sixteen-year-old, Second Class student in
the Iron Works High School about four miles from home. Chandra had just completed her fourteenth birthday.
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The early hints of a moustache had begun to appear on my upper lip, and Chandra had barely begun to get used to
wearing a sari. She had also started to try-out braids of various styles with her hair. Of course, I was supposed not
to grow any hair on my head; however, my mother was greatly against my having my head shaved when both my
parents were still very much alive. Therefore, there used to be a prickly mat of tiny hairs on top of my head, much
the ridiculous wig that adorns the head of a poor Brahmin priest in a country opera. In effect, my hair was more a
painful burden than an adornment. Chandra was draped in a sari like kalabou during her marriage ceremony. As
for me, I had to wear a silken piran\fn{A loose shirt worn by Indian men on festive occasions .} and kurta\fn{A traditional,
loose-fitting coat worn by Indian men on festive occasions .} embroidered with gold threads, and a pugree\fn{Any of several
headdresses worn by Indian men belonging to different communities .} on my head as befitting a kshatriya, Rajput groom.
Thus attired, I had set out on my marriage mission. My father carried in his hand a sheathed sword, symbolic of
our family’s heritage.
In any event, my story revolves around the aftermath of this marriage. The brief introduction to my father was
simply meant as a preface.
*
My adolescent bride’s name was Rajani. She had a pet name, Chini, which was the favoured sobriquet in her
parents’ home. In fact, the handkerchief verse which the bride’s family had printed for our marriage, addressed
Rajani as Chini papa doi,\fn{Yogurt laced with sugar} lovingly penned by Nalini-didi. No doubt that the yogurt in
question was laced with sugar, but poor me, I had to wait a long time for a taste of its sweetness.
At the time of her marriage, Rajani had completed fourteen years. It must be said that Father was greatly
opposed to child-marriage, hence it was impossible for a young person to be married prior to completing his or
her thirteenth year. It was his determination that childhood could be extended at most to thirteen years, after
which one enters adolescence. Father had adhered to this principle in the case of his own daughter as well.
Being of similar age, the natural relationship between Chandra and Rajani had developed in time into one of
deep friendship and love. In the company of daughter and daughter-in-law, even my father, the mighty and
redoubtable Sinha Mahashay would forget his roar; my mother’s face would be constantly beaming and aglow
with a smile, and my little brother would be extra cautious about his pentool.\fn{A corruption of pantaloon.}
Unfortunately, though, the sisters-in-law had few opportunities to be together. They would meet perhaps four
times a year, during the religious and other festivities when Rajani would be summoned to her father-in-law’s
house, and Chandra to her father’s.
Chandra’s husband’s name was Sarat. He was a city boy, slightly older than me in age. Like the rippling
cheerfulness of autumn itself, my brother-in-law Sarat was full of laughter and fun. He was lanky and tall, and fair
of complexion; his eyes gleamed with agility and intelligence. He was a matriculation student in a city school, and
had a flair for mathematics. His elders had the desire that he be sent away to the Bankura Christian College,
where he would live in a dormitory and study science.
Sarat was fortunate in more ways than one. His father was a bailiff at the court by profession; he lived in the
city, studied in a city school, routinely got himself six-anna and ten-anna haircuts, had a wardrobe of designer
clothes and shoes, and went to see the bioscope\fn{ An early (now almost defunct) word used to describe a motion picture .}
every now and then. Naturally, I would have to be a little jealous. Perhaps I was, too, but I envied him the most
for a completely different reason. Sarat would have Chandra close to himself nine months out of the year, whereas
I would not have Rajani even for three. Of course, the lucky Sarat eventually became a close friend to me, a
friendship which stood me well in later years.
As I have mentioned before, I was married when I was sixteen, and in the Second Class. We were married in
Phalgun,\fn{Month on the Bengali calendar, approximately between February and March .} only a fortnight after Chandra’s
wedding. The matriculation curriculum in our time had nothing in it to enlighten young students about conjugal
life. One does not gain me slightest knowledge about the institution of marriage from such charming English
poems as John Gilpin and The Pied Piper of Hamlin, or any of the classic masterpieces by Shelley, Wordsworth or
Keats about earth, sky, clouds and the birds. Moreover, most of the English prose was bland, and shorn of any
luscious or romantic flavour. We did, however, like the Rajput stories as told by Todd Sahib a lot. In any case, I
was not supposed to have read all of these by Second Class; therefore, we only had a few collections of Bengali
poems and stories to assuage our romantic impulses and imagination.
I remember waking up very early on the day of my marriage. The sky had turned fair and light very quickly
that day The Phalgun dewdrops on the empty fields and the blades of grass made the village paths and meadows
appear soft and delicate. The birds had chattered energetically for a long time before flying away from their
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mango, black plum, and shishu tree shelters. As I took my ritual bath at sunrise, a sweet kokila\fn{The Indian cuckoo
bird.} of dawn sang a lovely melody perched upon a neem tree next to the family well-spring.
The marriage lagna\fn{An auspicious hour for a ceremony determined from the Hindu almanac .} was set for after dusk.
The groom’s party had set out in our rental lorry; with dhurries\fn{Lightweight, colorful Indian rugs.} and sheets
covering its floor. A bus had also been rented—the riders included some of Father’s close associates, and, sitting
on the nicely cushioned seat just behind the driver, Sarat and I, decked out as a groom. Father sat in the back of
the bus. Along the way; the brisk afternoon winds of Phalgun began to blow. It was then that I had heaved a long
sigh. At that, Sarat leaned over my side and whispered:
“Haste not, haste not, lose not your heart, when Rajani arrives, your sadness shall depart.”
I did not know then that Sarat was also a little bit into poetry The month was Phalgun, the moon was in its
shukla phase,\fn{The lunar phase from new to full moon .} and the lagna was after dusk. As appropriate, presently my
marriage ceremony was completed, following the invocation of Agni\fn{The Vedic fire-god.} as witness, the shubha
drishti,\fn{A auspicious moment in a Hindu marriage in which the bride and groom behold each other for the first time .} and home
offering in the sacrificial fire. To be perfectly honest, I followed maybe one anna\fn{One-sixteenth; the anna was equal
to a sixteenth of a rupee in the currency of colonial times.} of the ceremony; the other fifteen annas were beyond my
comprehension. I noticed more or less a repetition of those rituals, which had occurred during Chandra’s marriage
only weeks earlier. I respectfully followed whatever I was instructed to do. I had previously had a few mild bouts
of malaria; fever always made my eyes turn red, and my hair to stiffen and stand erect like porcupine quills. My
condition during the marriage ceremony closely paralleled that malady. During the shubha drishti, I had somehow
glanced once with bloodshot eyes—I cannot recall what I had beheld, but the vision had reminded me of the
goddess Saraswati’s image in school, and, when garlanding my bride, I recall trying to be as humble as possible,
as though I were offering pushpanjali\fn{Flower offerings made along with prayers during a worship ceremony .} to the
goddess herself. I do not know how successful I had been. I did not see what Rajani had done when offering me
her garland—I had closed my eyes. However, I have a strong suspicion that while slipping the garland over my
head, she had grabbed my ears. Needless to say, Rajani flatly denies doing anything like that.
I finally had a good look at Rajani in the newlywed’s hall. At the basar,\fn{Reception following the wedding.} there
was a sizable assembly of revelers, both male and female; there were plenty of cushions and body pillows; sprays
of rose water; a harmonium and associated musical instruments. Surrounded by girls and women of all ages and
proportions, my fever gave way to a cold sweat. Fortunately, Sarat and a few other clowns had also joined in the
festivities. He reassured me, and even gave clever answers to some of the girlish riddles and pranks. The
commotion finally began to dissipate as the night grew longer. My groom’s party began to disband and depart.
When it was a bit late, Nalini-didi came into the hall. She sang a few songs; there was much laughter and
playful banter. I still remember parts of the refrains of one of Nalini-didi’s songs:
I’ve arrived, I’ve arrived, arrived this day my beloved,
With offerings of laughter, splendor and songs …

As she continued to glance at us suggestively and sing further:
May all the hopes, all the gladness and all the love of my heart
Find their ultimate closure in you …

it was impossible for me to gauge the extent of the hopes, gladness or love that dwelt within the bosom of my
newly-wed bride. Anyhow, the jokes and capers began in the earnest after the singing was over. Finally, Nalinididi asked me:
“Bhai, now can you tell us just how sweet our Chini really is?”
I did not answer. Only my countenance grew red with embarrassment.
Nalini-didi became insistent, while Chini and her playmates nonchalantly went on murmuring, laughing, and
playing ludo amongst themselves. Quite confused and tongue-tied, I simply muttered:
“I don’t know.”
At that, Nalini-didi stood up laughing, entreated the other elders to do likewise, and, on her way out,
approached me and whispered in my ears:
“Steal a few peeks, see if she’s like honey or sugar candy—O, mother! What kind of a boy are you, anyway?”
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The elders left, but the youngsters remained. Youngsters such as girls the same age as Rajani, and a few
sleeping babies. Two youthful wives also stayed behind, apparently to look after us. I must confess, this is when I
gathered up enough courage to take a good look at my bride.
I have seen the many pieces of jewelry owned by my mother. Among them was a cloisonne butterfly. Rajani
looked a lot like that butterfly. She was wrapped from head to foot in sari, blouse and gold ornaments; a variety of
colorful and bright trinkets and decorations covered her small frame. Only now I could observe her countenance a
little bit. She had a delicate, oval face, a sharp chin, a longish, flute-like nose, and a narrow forehead, much of
which as well as her ears were concealed under her elaborate hairdo. Her eyes were dark as lampblack. Inside
those long and paisley-shaped eyes, I could see the flighty and amused pupils darting left and right. Rajani had
caught my attention; if her complexion were not slightly on the dark side, I would probably have liked her even
better.
The little kids were already asleep; meanwhile, Rajani’s girl friends began to doze off as they played games of
puzzles and limericks with me. I displayed uncanny incompetence .It solving puzzles, Rajani conspired with her
friends to befuddle me with the worst and most bizarre rhyming puzzles they could remember. She was having a
great time conspiring against me. Eventually her girlfriends all fell asleep, and the two married sentinels did
likewise. Somewhere along the way, Rajani, too, took off her veil, and, curling up in a fetal position, fell asleep.
I, too, was yawning repeatedly: Outside the window, it was a full moon night. That silvery night appeared to be
full of laughter before my eyes. Mesmerized by that laughter, presently I too drifted off to sleep.
*
My father had not spared any expenses in ensuring a festive celebration of my marriage. The shehnai\fn{A
musical instrument belonging to the wind instrument family .} masters were there; the confectioners and cooks set up their
large cooking fires, pots and woks; it was much like the arrangements for Chandra’s marriage. In addition to
sending invitations to the village households, Father had also invited my teachers from school. My teachers,
though amused by the event of my marriage, were not particularly surprised. Such adolescent marriages were not
uncommon in those days. A few of my classmates were present also—they whispered some such questions in my
ear for which I had no answer. Consequently, they laughed amongst themselves, and thrashed me around a little.
Privately, Sarat embraced me and gave me a few special instructions.
I beheld Rajani all over again in the flower-bedecked phoolsajya\fn{A flower-bedecked bed which is festively decorated
for a newlywed couple on their first night after marriage .} bedroom. Chandra held her brother’s new bride by hand and
walked her over to our honeymoon suite. I knew already that the two had become quite intimate in only the
previous two days. Since her marriage, Chandra had developed a special sense of womanly dignity, and especially
for her brother’s marriage, she exerted her newly won rank and prestige in no uncertain terms.
When the two arrived, it was clear that some secret, private prank was brewing between them even though
there were no visible external signs, there were several implicit ones. Their attires indicated a conscious effort to
make them appear grown-up; however, there was nothing grown-up about their bodies or demeanors. Even though
their adolescence was yet to leave them, I must confess that they both were looking exquisitely beautiful that
night (I have heard that an immature fruit is by nature sweeter and more tasty). Chandra said a few words in a
hushed tone, showed us the paan\fn{A betel leaf which is stuffed with quicklime, nuts and spices, then chewed like tobacco .} and
water on the round marble table, then left the room with a beaming smile. We heard the door being closed shut
behind her after she exited the room.
It was springtime; however, our phoolsajya bed was not strewn excessively with flowers. There were a few
blossoms plucked from the house garden, some buds of bel, and a couple of bel garlands. The bed was mildly
fragrant. The sixteen-year-old newlywed youth was gazing upon his bride, sometimes bashfully; sometimes
perhaps with a touch of boldness.
Rajani looked truly beautiful. She was wearing a red and maroon striped sari, her blouse was slightly
oversized, she had half a veil over her head, and her arms were draped in jewelry Everything was a size or two too
large for her, yet there was no deficiency in her bridal appearance.
After Chandra had left, Rajani stood for a while staring at the door. It seemed as though she was unmindful of
whether I was there in the room or not. At this time, my heart, too, began to pound heavily; and it felt as though it
were bouncing inside my chest.
Rajani walked to the door and closed the latch. Meanwhile, my ears were on fire, and my eyes felt gritty.
Rajani’s disposition seemed to be quite different. She leaned against the door, an ear pressed to it, an amused and
excited smile on her face.
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A Chinese table lamp lit up the room. The room was on the second floor. The eastern and southern windows
were open; liquid moonbeams cascaded over the mango leaves Outside; the sound of rustling leaves was in the
breeze. Even a short length of time seemed to be so long. I noticed, Rajani was quietly but unsuccessfully
attempting to open the door latch. The latch in the room was a little tight, and could not be manipulated without
applying a great deal of muscle power, or a mighty shove. Rajani made a few half-hearted attempts, then
motioned me with her eyes to come over. I tiptoed slowly to where she stood. Rajani did not speak, but indicated
with hand and facial signs that I must carefully and silently open the latch. I was about to ask her something, but
Rajani immediately placed a finger over her lips to suggest that I keep quiet.
The latch was opened according to Rajani’s wishes. She then suggested with her eyes that I stand aside. I did
her bidding. No sooner had Rajani abruptly thrown the door open, than the figure of Sarat was seen planted in the
threshold; Chandra was seen trying to run away—in her haste, she tripped and fell on the verandah with a loud
crash.
There were peals and roars of laughter; other mysterious figures, hiding in nooks and crannies elsewhere,
vanished in a flash.
Having been caught red-handed, Sarat mumbled like a petty thief:
“I don’t know a thing; they asked me to stand here.”
Rajani stuck her tongue out, and said in a jeering voice:
“Oh, sure, our unblemished gangajal!\fn{Literally, water from the Ganges. Here used as a metaphor for someone playing too
pure or innocent.}
Presently, Grandma Moti came forward and said to Sarat:
“Say; jamai,\fn{Son-in-law.} go to bed now! Any idea how late it is?”
Sarat followed her inside, docile as a pet. This time, I closed the door shut. Rajani was still in a spell of
laughter. She had obviously enjoyed the let’s-catch-a-thief game immensely.
Having regained some courage, I suddenly felt thirsty. I had myself a drink of water. Meanwhile, Rajani
completely removed her veil. She had a good head of hair, no doubt, but still, it was not enough for the great big
bun which adorned her top. Clearly, something quite clever went into the making of that bun, secured by a comb
made of gold, and silver hairpins. She had fine shoulders, upon which the clasp of her beaded gold necklace could
be seen glittering.
Walking over to the marble table, Rajani, too, poured herself a glass of water, which she promptly downed in a
few quick gulps. Thereafter, she took out a couple of scuffed paans from her paan box, and, putting them in her
mouth, began chewing contentedly. Before long, her lips became bright red with the paan juice. Obviously, the
paan leaves were large in comparison with the size of Rajani’s mouth. Some of the reddish paan juice trickled
from the corners of her mouth to her chin; I watched those beads of paan juice on my bride’s chin, spellbound and
speechless.
Sitting on the bed, Rajani then loosened the anchal of her sari. Had she had her way, she would much rather
free herself of that burden altogether. As she sat swinging her feet, she would stare at me one moment, then look
away the next. Around her ankles, she had silver ankle bells; the more she swung her ankles, the more the silver
balls inside the bells tinkled.
After staring at me a few times, suddenly Rajani began to giggle. Seeing her laugh, I too was infected and
joined her in laughter. As though our first conversation was thus completed by exchanging laughs.
A sudden gust of wind had suddenly arisen. The open shutters of the windows began to rattle, and one closed
with a loud bang. Outside, the branches of the mango tree crackled and rustled violently; Rajani quickly stole a
look outside the window, then withdrew her gaze.
“What was that noise?”
“The tree.”
“What tree?”
“Mango.”
“Sweet and tart?”
“Tart when young, sweet when ripe.”
Rajani was not too pleased; casting a pall of doubt over her face, she said, “Oh, sure, and you should know!”
A few moments of silence ensued. I went to reopen the window shutter which had closed in the gusts. Outside,
the wind was still brisk, and the full moon was bright and silvery. The mango tree seemed to be bathing its leaves
in the moonlight, and swaying its head in gladness.
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When I returned to the bed, Rajani abruptly remembered something. Sticking her bright red tongue out full
stretch, she muttered, “Uh-oh!” Immediately, she jumped down from the bed to the floor. Perplexed, I stood up.
Tinkling her ankle bells, Rajani came forward to face me, then instantly knelt down and did me a pranam.\fn{A
Hindu act of veneration in which a younger person touches the feet of an elder in order to be blessed by the propitious dust. Sometimes
also the simple act of folding one’s palms before a deity or someone else .} I stood frozen like an imbecile. Rajani stood up. She

said:
“Mother had asked me to offer my husband a pennam, Didi\fn{Older sister.} too. I had forgotten.”
The word “husband” sounded very sweet in my ears; its sweetness penetrated to the core of my soul. Perhaps
its euphoric quality caused me to close my eyes momentarily But Rajani simply began to giggle loudly. Opening
my eyes, I noticed Rajani covering her mouth with her anchal. I could not fathom from where she found the
impetus to laugh; it appeared to me that perhaps my facial expression and my closed eyes had caused her some
mirth. This hurt my feelings.
Then Rajani pointed me to the source of her amusement with her finger. I noticed a dab of vermilion smeared
on a corner of the pleats of my dhoti. Clearly; it must have been smeared when Rajani was either bending over for
the pranam, or when she was rising immediately after. I tried to dust it off hastily; but only succeeded in smearing
it more—my dhoti became bright red, as did my hand. Rajani was tickled even more, and continued laughing. I
may have felt a little embarrassed, but for some unknown reason, I could not also help feeling a thrill run down
my spine.
When the laughing was over, Rajani walked over to the bed. Picking up a few flowers, she played “catch” for a
while, the way girls play “catch” with tamarind seeds. She then tried decking her hair with some of the blossoms.
A pre-dawn crow cawed outside the window. Letting out a great big yawn, Rajani said:
“The crows are cawing already. It’s a bad sign when crows caw before dawn.” She then muttered some mantra
under her breath, apparently to dispel the effect of the inauspicious omen. I said:
“The crows caw sometimes when a full moon’s out; they think it’s daybreak.”
Rajani was tempted to see the moonlit night, but she did not feel brave enough to walk towards the window.
The large windows were open, the winds swirled and rustled through the branches of the mango tree, a complete
hush had fallen everywhere, and the world all around had fallen asleep. Lacking the courage, Rajani looked
towards the window several times, but did not step forward.
I gauged her feelings instantly; and walked over to stand by the window. Immediately; Rajani came forward to
stand beside me. There was a clump of tamarind trees just beyond the boundary wall of our house, followed
further in the distance by low bushes, pathways, fields, undulating terrain, and a distant railway track. Inspired by
the inexhaustible southern Phalgun breeze and the enticing moonbeams, my adolescent bride became ecstatic. She
exclaimed:
“Look, such a yummy, chum chum full moon!” I started to laugh.
“What on earth is a chum chum full moon?” I wanted to know. Rajani was surprised. Good Lord, the man did
not understand chum chum full moon! Dilating her lampblack eyes, she asked:
“You don’t know chum chum?”
“I know chum chum. It’s something to eat.”
My ignorance was obviously so vast that Rajani did not have the slightest interest to say another word about
the subject. Making a crestfallen face, she said:
“My gluttonous Lord only knows sweets!”
“I don’t eat sweets or candies.”
“Oh, sure you don’t. I just saw his Lordship wolf down so many with flourish.”
“Where?”
“In our house, your house.”
“That’s because it’s a wedding. Everyone said I should eat them.”
Waving her head, Rajani repeated my last words in jest. She then smiled slyly and said:
“My poor Narugopal!\fn{ A metaphor used to describe an innocent type; literally, the name ascribed to a child Krishna who is
often depicted with a large molasses-and-puffed-rice candy ball in hand.} Eats when told to, washes up when forbidden.” With
that she puckered the corner of her mouth sarcastically in such a manner that all I could do was simply watch her,
mesmerized. Suddenly remembering something, Rajani said:
“Have you had your ears boxed?”
“What?”
“Ears boxed!”
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“Get lost!”
“Didn’t Benudidi box your ears? I saw it right before my eyes.”
“It’s not that easy.”
“Oh, mother, what kind of a fellow is this?” Her eyes wide, Rajani raised her hand to her cheek, and said:
“What happened to you on bashi biye morning?”\fn{Follow-up ceremony the day after the actual marriage. Literally, a stale
marriage.}
The event came back to my mind. One of Rajani’s relatives did attempt to whisper some secrets into my ear,
and in the process touched my ear with her hands and lips, without actually telling me anything. Now it was clear
to me that the whole thing was part of a conspiracy. Trying to ignore the episode, I turned the pressure back on
Rajani:
“You were the one who boxed my ears.”
“Oh, come on!”
“Yes you did. When exchanging garlands.”
“Oh, mother, what a liar! Shame, shame.” Rajani almost died of embarrassment as she shook her head
vigorously and said: “I could hardly reach! Such a huge head! And now to blame me!”
Seeing both her fear and devotion, I started to laugh. After a few meaningless exchanges, Rajani asked:
“How far is your school from home?”
“Four miles.”
“Do you walk?”
“Why should I? I have a bicycle.”
“You are in Second Class?”
“Next year it’s the First Class, then I sit for the matriculation examination.”
“How many attempts before you pass the matriculation?”
“How many?”
“Madhu-dada passed it in his fourth attempt after failing three times.”
“The heck he did. Only donkeys need three attempts to pass.”
“Goodness gracious—how rude!”
I could not quite follow the reason for Rajani’s reproach; Rajani said:
“You called an older person a donkey! Don’t you have any sense of propriety?”
True, indeed. I bit my tongue. I said apologetically:
“It just slipped out. I have a slippery tongue. I will pass in only one attempt, though.”
“You’ll go topsy-turvy.” Rajani started to laugh. Then Rajani yawned widely; and with her, I began to yawn as
well. Yawning is terribly infectious.
“Do you know any stories?” Rajani rubbed her eyes with the back of her hand.
“Stories! What stories?”
“Who knows what? Not ghost stories, though. Or stories about rakshakas and demons.” Rajani looked at me;
she began to suspect that I was unable to follow whatever she was saying. Puckering her nose, she said:
“What kind of a boy is this? And he has to marry.”
We came back to the bed and sat down. Moments later, resting her head on the pillow, Rajani lay down. The
great expanse of the anchal of her sari bothered her a great deal; collecting some of it into a bundle, she set the
heap aside. A little later, she abruptly asked:
“Do you have a headache?”
“No, why should I?”
“I am supposed to ask. Didi had told me, ask your bor if he has a headache. If he says yes, gently massage his
temples.”
I started laughing; Rajani seemed a little embarrassed.
“Just listen to him laugh, weird,” Rajani said, puckering her lips.
“Shouldn’t I laugh when I hear something funny!”
“Goblin!”
“Who, me?”
“Next to me.” Then, remembering something, she looked me in the eye and said:
“OK, let’s see you try this riddle:
His looks are dapper
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Lordship, lightweight as you’ve ever felt—
Blows away if the wind is brisk
Drop him in water; and watch him melt.

I tried imagining who this air-blown, water-soluble, dapper looking lord could be. The “lord” in the riddle was
causing most of the confusion. In the end, I did not disclose what I had surmised. Acting like I had puzzled over
the riddle to a frustrating limit, I said in the end:
“I don’t know.”
“Uh-oh, it’s so simple—plain as water, you still can’t crack it?”
“No, I give up—you tell me.”
“You’ll pass my foot!” Convinced in her mind of my matriculation prospects, Rajani sighed, then went on,
“OK, let me give you a lead. The object is right here in this room.”
Having provided the lead, Rajani eagerly awaited my response.
“In this room?” I pretended to survey the perimeter the room.
“Very near.” Rajani abruptly stopped without finishing her sentence, as if she had almost given the game away:
I scratched my head.
“Where?”
“So, must I tell you everything?”
“Near the window?”
“No.”
“On the table?”
“No.”
“Then where?”
“You can see it if you have eyes.” Closing her lips shut Rajani turned her gaze to the wooden beams in the
ceiling. I stared at Rajani’s innocent and beautiful face with rapt admiration. In the middle of her forehead was a
sandalwood mark of a kadam blossom; some of the tiny, sandalwood clove tip marks had been washed away;
lampblack mascara adorned her eyes; on her chin there was still a smear of red paan juice; on her neck was a
pinkish mole like a pomegranate seed. The parting of her hair was very narrow; however, it was widely smeared
with vermilion straight to the middle of her head. I must admit that my brother-in-law’s instruction and advice
now started to play notorious tunes in my ear. Presently, I said to her:
“I see it.”
“What is it?” Withdrawing her gaze from the ceiling, Rajani looked at me.
“Shall I tell you?”
“Yes.”
“Chini.”
Rajani was quiet for an instant. Then, filling her entire face with a bashful, witty smile, she stuck out her
tongue to taunt me:
“Oh, sure, Chini. Well, what Chini, brown, country sugar, or white, refined sugar?”
“It’s my Chini.”
I hastily applied a crude version of the kissing technique Sarat had taught me. Chini alias Rajani did not make
a sound at that moment. Thereafter, like a stolen glance, she gave me a kiss in return.
Like the chum chum full moon, I felt a chum chum thrill fill all my senses. Meanwhile, Rajani had covered her
face with her bundled anchal.
*
I woke up. In my sleepy stupor, I did not at first realize it; then it occurred to me that I was lying next to my
brand new bride on a brand new bed. Feeling a special glow of romantic joy and the prestige of a grown-up, I
opened my eyes. It was morning, but the day was not bright and clear yet. Crows had begun to assemble outside,
and herald the advent of dawn with their cawing. I felt shivers in the chilly morning air. Turning my head to find
her, I noticed Rajani’s pillow was empty. Was she up already? Raising my head just slightly I observed that my
adolescent bride had turned around in bed like the hand of a clock. It was a huge bed, so she had no difficulty
spinning in her sleep till her head was pointed at an angle towards my feet, while her feet were planted near my
chest. Her knees folded in the fetal position, she was peacefully and comfortably asleep. Perhaps because of the
early morning chill, she had wrapped her head and face with her anchal.
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I was watching intently how small and delicate Rajani’s alta-bordered feet were, and how thin and dainty were
the soles of her feet. A faint, stale odor wafted into my nose—lowering my head, I realized it was the odor of a
combination of fragrant alta, and the perfume sprayed over the bed sheets and Rajani’s sari.
I became obsessed with the desire to awaken Rajani by tickling the sole of her feet. Deciding that tickling with
bare fingers would not be sufficiently effective, I picked up a wilted flower, and began to tickle the sole of her
feet.
Rajani’s sleep was pretty sound. When the flower did not do the trick, I used my bare fingers to continue
tickling her feet. Rajani responded by moving her legs aside—this added to my amusement, and I started to tickle
even more energetically: Rajani began to curl up her legs and her body and turn to her side. Finally, when goose
bumps appeared in her hair follicles, she awoke and sat up with a shudder. The suddenness of awakening made
her a little bewildered, somewhat flabbergasted, even a shade irritated. I was laughing. A few moments later,
Rajani regained a bit of consciousness. Noticing the window, the four walls of the room, the bed, and her newly
acquired sixteen-year-old husband she felt a little reassured. She brushed off the weight of sleepiness from her
eyes by rubbing them with her hands, yawned, and quickly joined the palms of her hands to offer a pranam to the
divine.
“Have you been tickling the bottom of my feet?” She spoke for the first time since waking up.
“Why; no!”
“Lying through a stale mouth!” Rajani shuddered.
“Why were you sleeping with your feet in my face?”
At first Rajani almost did not believe, then said, “Really!” Thereafter, noticing her orientation, and the state of
the bed linens, she suddenly became very embarrassed and wrinkled her nose.
“Uh-oh, shame, shame! I’ll grow warts on my feet. Tell me, did my feet touch you?”
“No, not really.” I shook my head, laughing. I cannot swear that my adolescent bride did not actually touch me
with her feet in her sleep, yet I denied her having done such a thing out of generosity. Rajani said:
“My sleeping is really lousy. Mother, Auntie, Didi—they all chide me for it. They had warned me many times,
sleep properly, lie down straight, don’t touch your husband with your feet.” As she said these words, she became
crestfallen by her indiscretion. “Would you please lower your feet, let me do a pennam.”
“Are you crazy … pennam!”
“No, you must, otherwise I’ll be a sinner. Why did you touch my feet with your hands?”
Rajani stepped down from her bed, as though the burden of her sin was becoming heavier by the minute. I
cannot lie, no matter how amusing this all was, I felt quite a sense of prestige from this unexpected acquisition of
rank.
Outside, dawn was breaking as the darkness was receding rapidly. The corners of the room were becoming
light. A bunch of crows was busy noisily flying back and forth between trees, while along the distant railroad
tracks, an early mail train whistled by delivering both a wake-up call and a vigorous shaking to the sleepy hamlet.
Rajani was getting impatient. Almost dragging my legs towards herself, she did a quick pranam. She said:
“Listen, I’ll tell you something, promise me—”
“Promise what?”
“You won’t tell anyone.”
“Tell what?”
“Sure, as if he doesn’t know,” Rajani made a long face. “Don’t tell anyone my feet had turned towards your
head. It’s not proper.”
“What if I did?”
“You would!”
“No, I won’t. Just like to know what would happen if 1 did.”
Rajani stared at me in complete bewilderment, as if she simply could not fathom how such stark ignorance in
me was even possible. She said:
“People would call me impolite, they would deride my parents. They would say, they haven’t taught me any
manners. It’s very unlucky to get a bad name in your father-in-law’s home.”
It was not difficult for me to appreciate that Rajani had come from her father’s home with ample instructions
regarding behavior and expectations. I had noticed my mother similarly instruct Chandra soon after her marriage
had been arranged. One day Chandra had pulled me aside and said:
“Don’t do this, don’t do that, not this, not that—good heavens, if I must not do anything, then why marry in the
first place? Is it swasurbari or a pathshala, can you tell me, Dada?”
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Remembering that episode made me smile. A sense of duty to reassure Rajani came over me, so I told her:
“No one will knock you.”
“Oh, sure—so they told you!”
“I can see it. Mother has been doting on you.”
“Father, too. Father tells me that I shall go to Ranigunj with you, and not return very soon.”
There was nothing in the news to be thrilled about. In fact, even on this bright morning, it felt irritating like a
thorn lodged in some corner of my mind. My face, too, became a shade long, and I said:
“You go alone, I won’t come.”
“Yeah? Won’t come, indeed! You have to, you know that. One goes as a couple to observe the dhulo-pa.”\fn{A
ceremony in which a newlywed couple revisits the bride’s home a few days after the marriage. Literally, dusty-feet .}
“I don’t know pairs or oddities.” I pretended complete ignorance as I shook my head and said: “You go live
with your father, mother, aunt if you wish, what does it matter to me?”
“I am so thrilled about it!”
“You, you, you … you are a number one selfish giant.”
“What?” The words selfish giant had accidentally escaped my mouth. We had read the story The Selfish Giant
soon after we had reached Second Class. We had been so enamoured and impressed by the story that in our
regular conversations we used to use the expression selfish giant to connote the ultimate act of selfishness. It was
a widely used expression amongst my friends. I had not imagined that Rajani would not be familiar with it. Even
though she studied English, Bengali and Math at home, it seemed plausible that the expression would be outside
the range of her vocabulary.
After waiting a moment, Rajani said pleadingly:
“Please, tell me what you just called me.”
Rising above a moment or two’s hesitation, I finally decided to tell her.
“You are a number one selfish giant.”
I did not notice any resentment in Rajani over the allegation of selfishness. It seemed she accepted the
indictment without any resistance.
The room had meanwhile become quite bright and clear inside. The sun was still not fully out, but its radiance
was already evident.
Rajani began tidying up her disheveled raiment from the previous night. The pleats of her sari had just about
disappeared; the edge of her anchal looked crumpled like a piece of rag; her hair was all tousled, wild clusters of
fine hair cascading over her temple; the redness of the vermilion had been smeared far and wide. I told her:
“You must not tell anyone in Ranigunj about me.”
Rajani tugged at the bottom of the sari near her feet, then stood up straight. Looking at me, she then said
without the slightest qualm:
“Oh, sure—as if I wouldn’t be embarrassed enough to talk about it.”
The sound of soft knocking came from the door. Glancing at the door, Rajani said in a hushed voice:
“It’s thakurjhi\fn{Husband’s younger sister.} … please lie down as if you are asleep while I leave.”
Opening the door to let in the morning light, Rajani left the room. …
68.112 Filth\fn{by Amrit Rai (1921-2012)} Kanpur, Kanpur District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 4\fn{ W says in an article on
Premchand last modified on June 15, 2014, that Premchand “ultimately left Bombay on 4 April 1935” … and that “after leaving Bombay,
Premchand wanted to settle in Allahabad, where his sons Sripat Rai and Amrit Rai were studying” but that he was forced for financial
reasons and ill-health to “move to Benares” where “he died on 8 October 1936, after several days of sickness.” If this is true, it is
impossible to accept the year of Amrit Rai’s birth as being 1937, which is reported in the obituaries. My source for Amrit Rai’s short story
—{Sahni, Bisham (comp.) Anthology Of Hindi Short Stories. New Delhi, Sahitya Akademi, 1993. (DCCCLXXXIII) [ASIA PK2141 .E8
H49113x 1993]}—says unequivocally that he was born in Kanpur, Uttar Pradesh, in 1921. Bisham Sahini (1913-2003) was himself a
famous author, having been awarded both the Padma Bhushan (1998) and the Sahitya Akademi Fellowship (2002), and the compiler of nine
collections of short stories; so I am inclined to accept his evidence in this matter, and at least the date of his death as genuine:H }

Everyone introduced himself quickly and efficiently.
“I am Roopkishore Saxena. I practice law in Kanpur. Your conversation was so sweet and enticing that I
couldn’t resist joining you.” (As if anyone needed an explanation or had asked for one!) The second gentleman
said:
“My name is Harbans Singh (no, he didn’t have a beard). I am the General Manager of Dayaram Batra’s firm.
At the moment, I am on my way to Calcutta to start a new business with a capital of one lakh.” The third
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gentleman said:
“Oh, they call me Purushottam Das Khatri. I own a small shop in Delhi, in Connaught Place—a jewelry shop.”
The fourth gentleman said:
“I am Raman, S. S. Raman (no, he wasn’t related to C.Y. Raman—Roopkishore Sahib had already asked him
about it … that doesn’t mean that Roopkishore Sahib always says and does the wrong thing or that some things
are wrong merely because Roopkishore Sahib does them!). I neither live in Delhi nor in Calcutta, rather—I live in
both Delhi and in Calcutta. In Delhi, I spend my life in a hotel. Sahib, Hotel Nirula is lousy and uncomfortable.
Now you tell me, Harbans Bhai, why do they cook brinjal everyday? This is the season for peas and tomatoes.”
Harbans, supporting him, said:
“Whenever I ask them to buy tomatoes, they inform me that there are none available in the market.” Raman
Sahib turned red with anger and said:
“The bastards. Which market do they go to? I see nothing but tomatoes in Delhi these days. And then they
charge you three hundred rupees a month. Swines! My wife and children live in Calcutta. I told my boss clearly, I
need fifteen days a month with my wife and children and if he can’t give me leave then he can have my
resignation.”
Wheatish brown in color, his face looked strangely unhealthy and tired; it was a cruel face like that of a
constable’s. On it there wasn’t a trace of intelligence or freshness, it was hard and lifeless like a plank of wood. It
was a clean-shaven face, pitted with marks of chicken-pox and small-pox (it is strange that small-pox marks can
be seen more clearly on brown or fair skin, than on dark skin). His nose was like a blob. His thick lips were
colored red with betel-leaf juice—lips which were truly extraordinary. His chest was soft, loose and flaccid—it
seemed to cling to his body like a big black worm. His mouth smelled of anise seeds. He had eaten a lot of anise
seeds so that its pungent and aromatic smell could disguise the smell of cheap liquor (no, no, there’s no mistake in
the story. Don’t make the mistake of believing that someone who travels by first-class only drinks Johnny Walker
or White Horse!). But the result was quite disgusting, for his mouth now stank of liquor and anise together.
“Roopkishore Saxena. I practice law in Kanpur.”
I don’t know if this information is sufficient for you to draw a clear picture of the man in your mind. For me,
however, it was enough to identify the man named Roopkishore Saxena out of the lakhs who live in Kanpur. This
wasn’t because I met him the day I traveled by Toofan Mail from Tundla to Kanpur. I would have recognized him
even if I hadn’t seen him earlier. That is why when he introduced himself, I didn’t feel as if I was meeting a
stranger, but as if I had known a man named Roopkishore Saxena, the lawyer, for decades; as if he couldn’t have
had any other name than Roopkishore Saxena; as if the man who sat before me had to be Roopkishore Saxena and
couldn’t have been any other person!
Roopkishore Saxena, the lawyer from Kanpur, wore a woolen Gandhi cap on his head. The top half of his body
was covered by a coat with four pockets and the lower half by a loose pair of trousers with stripes which were
about as thick as an earthworm. It seemed as if a lizard had decided to put on trousers, stand up on two legs and
start walking!
There is nothing much to say about the other two, except that their faces were fair, clean and polished like
marble.
One can’t say anything bad about these people. In fact, they are the cultured and the civilized people of society.
They wear good clothes (some people don’t have the decency to do even that much!) and are never seen in public
without a well-cut suit; like to smoke cigars and cigarettes (now look at Mr. Raman, he even keeps a box of
Burma cheroots with him); pay their respects to all the big and small officers; serve vegetarian and non-vegetarian
food at home; travel only by first-class; give expensive silk and cotton clothes to their wives, present them with
gorgeous (if artificial) pearls and diamonds, and take them for a stroll down Connaught Place or Hazrat Ganj or
Chowrangi or Colaba; and speak at great length on all matters of State and society. Indeed, they are in every way,
respectable citizens of society. You can’t point a finger at them about anything. They say that when they hear
news of violent riots or killings they are genuinely upset (some even faint!). They never do a single thing (good or
bad) which goes against the existing values and customs of society.
Its another matter that in the privacy of their homes, they torment their wives, stare lustfully at the wives of
other people, tell each other such filthy jokes that even a horse-cart driver would stop his ears with his hands in
embarrassment, and that when they are with people of their own kind, they don’t mind vomiting out all the dirt
that is inside them. Of course, when it suits them they keep their lips sealed, don’t utter a word more than is
required for the occasion, and grimace when someone else uses dirty words in public as if to say that they have
never been touched by the breath of such words. When these great souls open their hearts, however, they infect
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everything around them with all that is foul and stinking.
When the curtain was first raised on the scene to be described here, Babu Roopkishore Saxena (the lawyer
from Kanpur) was sitting apart from everyone. The conversation between Raman, Harbans Singh and
Purushottam Das Khatri, however, was so alluring, that Babu Roopkishore had to take part in it. Like a drunkard
who passes a bar and can’t resist entering it, Babu Roopkishore could never resist joining a good conversation.
They weren’t really talking about anything in particular. The three of them already knew each other. They lived
in the same hotel and were talking about old and familiar things—complaining about the food and describing a
friend who was loyal and decent, who knew how to fulfill the obligations of friendship, who never hesitated to
offer help, but who had one failing—he couldn’t resist women. As Harbans put it:
“Women were his weakness.”
Since he wasn’t greedy for money, he couldn’t be bribed. But if he saw a woman, he couldn’t help running
after her, just as a bird-trapper follows a beautiful bird from tree to tree with his basket or a hunter tracks a deer
through the forest with his gun. It was as if the sight of a woman kindled the same passion in Harban’s friend as
the sight of a deer did in a hunter. He had to stalk every beautiful woman he saw for she was the only’ true
inhabitant of the forest of his soul.
Harbans was narrating tales of his friend’s adventures with great enthusiasm to his companions—telling them
how he had once, despite the watchman’s attempts, barged into his friend’s office and found him with his AngloIndian stenographer.
Everyone cackled with delight: each of them saw in those stories reflections of his own naked desires. Now
they could participate in the pleasures of a sinful life and yet take conscious and legitimate pride in leading lives
which were spotlessly clean. At that moment, they thought that both were possible. Sometimes Raman or Khatri
would dig for more scandalous information from Harbans, at other times, Harbans would not only provide them
with juicy details himself but would also regale them with more stories about his friend.
The delectable gossip session went on for a long time. At first Babu Roopkishore, who had joined them, was
slightly reserved because he wanted to appear to be respectable, but there finally came a moment when he
couldn’t stop himself from taking part in the playful and mischievous conversation!
The story about Harban’s friend and the Anglo-Indian steno reminded Babu Roopkishore of a young mill
owner who refused to employ male stenographers, and who always fired his female stenos every month so that he
could invite women for interviews to his office. Each of the wise and decent listeners sighed at the same time with
longing and envy: alas, if only we too could do that! Khatri said:
“I am sure they got a lot of typing done!” Roopkishore at once caught Khatri’s meaning and said:
“Yes, in a day at least one letter got typed. The entire day was spent in discussing whether one should say “We
beg to acknowledge receipt of your letter dated …” or “Your letter dated — was duly receive.”
And then, following in the footsteps of Harbans, Babu Roopkishore told them, with all the savouriness of detail
and the delicacy of gesture, the story of the time when he went to visit the young mill owner at his office (no one
dared to stop him because he was one of the consultants of the company!) and saw him sitting close to his steno
and “dictating” a very important letter to her!
This anecdote was received with great enthusiasm by everyone. They all cackled again with pleasure and
surprise, asked for more details and challenged him to take them further and further into the private life of the
mill-owner. They liked Babu Roopkishore’s story so much, that they unleashed a flood of their own stories.
Somehow, without anyone becoming aware of it, the conversation drifted towards the riots in Punjab. They
started telling stories about women who had been abducted and the atrocities that had been committed. These
stories are always so scandalous that, even if listeners have never been affected by riots, they always listen to
them with pleasurable attention. The riots merely added to the fascination of the stories a thousand fold. Whereas
earlier, only a few girls used to be kidnapped, and there were only a few incidents of brutalities, now more than a
lakh of women had been abducted and the incidents of barbarities were so many, that it was difficult to keep count
of them. Also, whereas in the past, only Muslim goondas had been courageous enough to do such deeds, now
even the Hindus and the Sikhs had a hand in them, and had proved to the Muslims that they were not only as
brave as they were, but were even greater goondas! Lakhs of men had died, lakhs of children had been orphaned,
lakhs of women had lost their homes and honor. Now all that remained were their stories, stories which were told
and heard by people as they smacked their lips with an epicurean’s delight.
Suddenly, Babu Roopkishore asked a question which so stunned everybody, that it seemed as if they had been
struck by a brick:
“Do you trust the Muslims?” he asked. Harbans said:
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“These days they seem to be devout followers of Gandhiji and Pundit Nehru. Almost everyday someone makes
a statement of loyalty.” Roopkishore mocked him and said:
“One can’t believe those statements. A dying man will say anything.”
Harbans tried to defend himself, but without much conviction:
“Even then—” Roopkishore laughed knowingly and said:
“No, Bhai, I can’t swallow any of those statements.” Then he said a bit loudly, as if he wanted to underscore
the importance of each word:
“I am convinced, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that a Muslim can never be a true supporter of Hindustan.”
Purushottam Khatri, who had been quietly following the drift of the conversation, said:
“Then the swine will get killed! Do you know what we did in Delhi?”
Everyone waited with baited breath for Khatri to inform them. After being silent for about thirty seconds so
that the gravity of his words could properly sink in, Khatri proclaimed loudly, as if he was the voice of prophecy
from the skies:
“No Muslim will ever dare to show his face in Delhi again. You can now see a Muslim only around Jama
Masjid where he sits hiding in his small cell, pale and wizened with fear.” Then, like a clever story-teller, Khatri
paused for another thirty seconds, and when he was convinced that he had cast his spell over his listeners,
especially on Babu Roopkishore, he added:
“Now when a Muslim comes across a Sikh even his bones begin to tremble.”
Harbans Singh took this as a commendation of his entire race and, feeling puffed up with pride, said:
“The truth is that what we did in western Punjab was equally wonderful. We didn’t allow the newspapers to
publish the entire story. But people are convinced that the ratio was three is to two—”
Babu Roopkishore, who didn’t understand the meaning of mathematical language, asked:
“What does that mean?”
By now Khatri was convinced that Roopkishore was really a naïve man who wasn’t even aware of the progress
society had made. Roopkishore was old fashioned enough, he thought, to believe that a Muslim still thought of
himself as some kind of Maar Khan and believed that the Hindu was a hopeless coward. The times have changed,
he wanted to say. Now the Muslim gets tit for tat.
But, at that moment, Harbans cut in and said:
“Three Muslims for two Hindus.” Astonished, Roopkishore exclaimed:
“Really?” He stared with wide-eyed wonder at the messenger of the Gods who had brought such exciting
news! He felt a strange sense of peace and happiness race through his body! He was so ecstatic that it is surprising
he didn’t swoon in a fit. But he controlled himself and asked, with a touch of suspicion still in his voice:
“It is too good to be true. Can I really believe that in Punjab more Mussalleys have been killed than Hindus!”
Because he wasn't sure if the news was correct, his voice had dropped to a whisper and trembled with emotion.
Khatri said:
“Why are you so surprised? The Hindus are surely no longer inferior to anyone in anything, indeed they are
superior. I can only tell you about Delhi. In Delhi, where their ancestors had ruled for eight hundred years, the
Muslims were roundly thrashed. When you come to Delhi, I’ll show you around.”
Those stories robbed Babu Roopkishore of his voice. They warmed the cockles of his heart. He was besides
himself with joy. After sometime, Babu Roopkishore asked, as if he was seriously considering the twists and turns
history could have taken:
“That means if Gandhiji hadn’t stopped the riots, then—” Harbans cut in and said:
“Not one bloody Muslim would have escaped alive, each one would have been sent to his grave here.” Then,
he smiled. Khatri said, as if trying to plead:
“But the Congress and Gandhiji have to worry about world opinion also. Gandhiji and Pundit Jawaharlal
Nehru are more intelligent than either of us. We are only concerned about our religion, they have to make sure
that Hindustan doesn’t get a bad name in the world.” At this, Roopkishore said dramatically:
“If only they were as concerned about what the malichas did to our wives and daughters as they were
concerned about world opinion.” Khatri intervened and said:
“You can be sure that they are concerned. If you consider the matter carefully, you’ll realize that the Indian
Union isn’t less aware of all this than Pakistan. The only difference is that here everything is done in a diplomatic
manner, so that when the snake is killed the stick does not break!”
As Khatri said this, he winked at all those who were watching him.
At once, everyone understood what he had said. These people, equipped with prophetic vision, now under-
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stood the secret meaning of all those appeals for peace which Gandhiji and Pundit Nehru had made! Roopkishore
was now puzzled only by the fact that it had taken him such a long time to understand something so simple.
Harbans felt that he had been insulted and was still smouldering with anger. He had been deeply hurt by
Roopkishore’s words. He was sure that the talk about how the Muslims had dishonored the wives and daughters
of the Hindus and the Sikhs, had been aimed at him, Harbans Singh, to humiliate him.
“Chee, shame on your manhood! And you call yourself a Sikh. Look at what the Muslims did to our wives and
daughters and you couldn’t do a thing! Chee, chee, you call yourself a man!” At last Harbans said, as if he needed
to defend himself against unjust accusations:
“It’s not that we didn’t do our share of things, Mr. Roopkishore. It’s a different matter that what we did wasn’t
publicized!”
Then Harbans told them softly, in whispers, passionate stories about Muslim women who had been abducted in
west Punjab. He told them about how they had been kidnapped, how they had been kept, fifteen or twenty
together, in a house, how many had been sent to brothels; he told them about the beauty and grace of these
women, about how they had been set upon by groups of Hindus and Sikhs; he told them how the heads of those
women who had protested had been separated from their bodies, and how even those who had quietly submitted
their youthful bodies had finally been sent to Hell.
The eyes of the story-teller and his listeners glowed with infernal light!
*
It’s being rumoured, that there will be a new animal in the Calcutta Zoo next year. The newspapers haven’t yet
published the details about its shape or color, but I have a feeling that I have seen it somewhere.
1922
276.165 Excerpt from Nothing But The Truth: A Novel\fn{by Rampada Chaudhuri (1922- )} Kharagpur, Paaschim
Medinipur District, West Bengal State, India (M) 9
I am one of those people who believe in retiring to bed early and getting up late. In winter when nights are
prolonged I wake early enough, but linger in bed, unwilling to leave its comfortable warmth. Not so my wife,
however. Really, women! The things they are capable of doing!
Aditi leaves the bed long before I do. Particularly after Tukai, our son, started school she is burdened with so
much work that she has to begin her day early if she wants to finish everything. The school bus comes to pick up
Tukai in the first trip every other fortnight. He has to be on the street crossing by a quarter past eight to catch the
bus. I do not think much of this arrangement, though. When he misses the bus, which he does occasionally, the
entire morning is upset; one of us has to take him to school. If we don’t, the poor boy misses his classes
altogether. In that case we land into greater trouble—it becomes imperative to run along to one of his classmate’s
house to take down the assignments for the next day.
The school has a reputation but they are rather strict. No wonder Aditi has to be up before the crack of dawn. It
is not an easy job to get the boy ready, pack his tiffin,\fn{ Lunch; a British term:H} and deal with his childish pranks
and temper tantrums, which must also be accommodated in the tight morning schedule.
These days she can’t stand the sight of me dawdling in bed. Every other minute she comes into the room
pestering me, to go to the market. All the fresh fish is sold if you are late, she keeps telling me. I find it really odd
that with the growing want all around commodities should also become scarce. A late shopper, such as myself,
finds the market swept clean by the time I reach there. Still, I got mad at her one day.
“It is fine for you,” I said “you can make up for your lost sleep in the afternoon but why should I get up at such
an unearthly hour? Am I supposed to light the chula?”
She kept quiet and didn't try to wake me up the next day. But as a consequence of my protest I found myself
caught in a violent attack of sneezing the next morning which naturally woke me up. We were passing through a
terribly cold spell and my good wife had quietly opened all the windows of the bedroom. I started yelling at her—
only to receive the innocent rejoinder that the room was getting too stuffy. She had to let some fresh air in. She
couldn’t step inside for the stuffiness.
“All right, all right,” I grumbled, “go ahead, open the north facing windows and invite all the fresh air in the
world in.”
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However, with the coming of Palan all this became unnecessary. That boy was such a heavy sleeper that no
amount of pushing and shouting would wake him. He would sit up, rub his eyes sleepily and slump down once
again. A fresh round of shouts would follow and in the process of waking the new domestic help Aditi would
succeed in waking me up as well. After all this, I felt too disgusted to stay in bed.
That is why the whole thing took so long to register.
That year winter had arrived in style, with the welcome prospect of a prolonged stay, instead of the usual brief
spell. Akhil Babu, my neighbour, luxuriating in the warmth of his coat, observed on his way to the office,
“Looks like we are going to have a proper cold season at last.”
Everybody talked about the weather, in the office and in the market place, because a long winter is the rarest
thing in this city. But last afternoon a chill north wind began to blow and all our hopes of a comfortable winter
were blown away. I came home from the office, shivering. Before nine I was through with my meal and took
refuge in the bed, much earlier than my usual time. That may have been the reason I was up sooner, but it could
also have been Aditi, shouting at the top of her voice. From under the quilt I could hear her,
“Get up, Palan, get up.”
Tukai, in the meantime, was looking for his toothbrush, he asked his mother a few times but got no answer.
Her indifference annoyed me. Had she forgotten that Tukai had to get ready for school? She just went on
mechanically,
“Palan, you Palan, get up.” I heard her bang on the door and was a little taken aback. Wasn’t he supposed to
sleep on the verandah?
More violent bangs. They sounded like kicks. Just then the landlord joined in from upstairs,
“Are you trying to break the door?” This was followed by an aside, “Such senseless people I get for my
tenants, really!” which could be heard quite clearly. In private conversation we disparagingly refer to the land lord
by his first name Natabar, without the babu. Lately he has been indulging in all sorts of mean tricks to
inconvenience us, doing it deliberately to drive us out, it seems. Probably wants to increase the rent. Once he even
went to the length of telling me to my face,
“If you have so much to complain of Jaydeep babu, you are free to move to another flat.”
Call this hole a flat, one room and a half and for which we are paying two hundred rupees! The other rooms on
the ground floor are stacked with god knows what and are kept permanently locked. He lives on the first floor
with his fairly large family. The way he acts one would think this house was made of his own flesh and blood. I
was driving a nail in the wall for hanging a picture the other day; in an instant the landlord was on the spot
shouting desperately.
But for all our professed contempt, I am, at heart, a little intimidated by Natabar babu for the simple
reason that one rude word from him can shatter my peace of mind for days. So this morning when I heard
him accusing us of trying to break the door I threw my quilt back and was on my feet. As a matter of fact I
was up already when after a couple of pushes Aditi had cried out in panic,
“Come here quick—Palan is not getting up.”
There was something in her voice which gave me a jolt. As I rushed to her side and looked at her I grew
more apprehensive. She looked so helpless as she leaned against the door of the kitchen as if she needed support.
She was tired, puzzled and afraid.
“Does he sleep here in the kitchen?” I asked in some surprise as I started banging the door. For a moment she
merely looked at me.
“He used to—on the verandah—since I did not find his bed there I thought …” she admitted haltingly.
The tiny window of our small kitchen was also closed. We tried that but without success.
“Palan, get up, Palan,” I raised my voice.
Recently we had had the rooms whitewashed and the doors and windows painted. We paid for it out of
our own pocket, since the landlord could not be persuaded to do so. There was some unpleasantness over it.
Now in desperation, I began to think the fresh paint might have stuck. But when, after repeated calls, he did
not answer I delivered a couple of lusty kicks to the door. A terrible possibility struck me and I was tense and
frightened.
It did not occur to me that he was too young to take recourse to that sort of thing or to have any motive for it. I
was in no condition to think coherently. All I could feel was a shaking sensation all over me.
Beware, beware, I heard a warning from within me. The thought of getting involved with the police, of going
to the court of law, the comments of the neighbours—all these things muddled my thoughts. I was only dimly
aware of a hideous shape in the form of total disaster looming before me.
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I was about to rush out of the house for help when the landlord came down—the patter of his slippers
announcing his arrival. Somehow I found his presence reassuring.
“You see Rai babu,” I blurted out, “Palan, that young servant we have …”
I don’t recall what I told him or if I could convey anything beyond a broken sentence. The oddest thing was
that we should cling to him—the man whom we disrespectfully called Natabar among ourselves; somehow, at that
moment, he seemed to be our only anchor of hope.
Rai babu marched right in. He stood before the kitchen, listened to what had gone before and declared,
“Are you out of your mind? Break it open, perhaps he is still …”
He delivered one kick after another till the bolt gave way. We stumbled in. Rai babu must have opened the
window, for more light entered the room. I knelt by the young boy who was lying face down and felt his back and
his chest. I wanted to see if he was still alive. As I slipped my left hand under him it felt warm. Perhaps there was
still some life left in him, I thought. Maybe it was not too late yet.
“Looks like he is alive,” I told Rai babu. “Will you please feel the pulse to make sure? Let me go and
see if I can get a doctor.”
In long strides, which were close to running, I reached Dr. Bagchi’s house.
“Please ask Doctor babu to come, quick, it’s urgent,” I told the daughter who opened the door.
The girl went in and I began to pace up and down, counting every second. When I tried to look at my watch I
discovered to my dismay that I had not only left my wristwatch at home, but that I had even forgotten to put
a shirt on. I had come out just as I was, in my under shirt.
What a time the doctor was taking to come down! I tried to figure out the time taken in coming here and add it
to the time Dr. Bagchi would take in reaching. Perhaps we could still save Palan if only Dr. Bagchi did not delay
so.
After what seemed an inordinately long interval I heard the doctor’s voice from the balcony upstairs. I stepped
back and looked up. Dr. Bagchi stood with a wrapper round him.
“Who is sick?” he asked casually. In as few words as possible I explained.
“Do come Dr. Bagchi, please, for God’s sake,” I begged. Dr. Bagchi merely exclaimed,
“Oh, it’s the servant!”
Perhaps he didn’t exactly mean to be disparaging, he said it just because he had to say something but the word
“servant” jarred in my ears, nevertheless.
“It’s Palan, you have seen him, doctor,” I explained. What I wanted to impress on him was that it was not just
the servant, but Palan.
“All right, I’ll be right down. You ring up the ambulance in the meantime. The phone is downstairs.” He
pointed to the room.
The room on the ground floor served as his chamber. His daughter had not closed the door. As I was looking
for the telephone, she entered, carrying the phone. She plugged it in and was going away when I asked for
the directory. She turned round and said, “Three four, double two, double three” and vanished.
It is true that a telephone is a luxury I cannot afford but I do use the office phone occasionally even though I
don’t have one on my table. It is not that I am unaccustomed to handling a phone but I began to behave as if this
was the first time I had done so. I dialed the number and held the receiver the wrong side up. Dr. Bagchi’s
daughter would have laughed if she had seen me. I think it was the worry which was eating into me that made me
commit these silly mistakes. And, all at once, I began to shiver.
After a number of attempts I got the line at last. The man on the other end refused to take me seriously, at first,
“It will take time, all the vans are out,” he said with an air of dismissal. I could hear them carrying on a
conversation in the background, which came through as a blur of sound. Another man spoke into the receiver.
“Hello;” the voice was heavy. I appealed, gave him the address, begged them to hurry.
“Ask someone to be on the street corner, it may be difficult to find the house,” he said indifferently and
promptly put the receiver down. Did he take down the address correctly? I was not sure.
By this time Dr. Bagchi was down, carrying his doctor’s bag.
“Please go ahead, I’ll just make one phone call before I leave.” I reached for the bag and started for home.
A group of people had gathered near our house meanwhile—inquisitive neighbours. The news must have
spread already. Akhil babu came up as he saw me, hands tucked deep in the pockets of his warm trousers.
“Whatever is the matter—eh?” Nishith babu, another neighbour craned his neck, trying to look concerned.
“You should not have kept such a small boy, you know,” he threw in a bit of unasked for advice.
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There was something in his manner which made me panicky. I remembered vaguely there was some law
against employing minors—did it apply to domestic help as well? I hadn’t the faintest idea. But the thought was
instantly dismissed because till then I was hoping we would be able to save Palan’s life.
Suddenly, I began to suspect my own sentiments. Wasn’t I putting on an act, trying to play the innocent, calling
a doctor? I did have a little weakness for the boy, till last night. We had even talked of buying him a sweater. But
the fact that he had put me into a lot of trouble had caused all my kind sentiments to evaporate. If I was all that
concerned for his life why didn’t I break open the door in the first place? As a matter of fact, I was waiting for a
witness, wasn’t I? Because I wanted to keep myself in the clear.
I tried to elbow my way in through the crowd. On second thoughts, I came back to see if Dr. Bagchi had
arrived.
The crowd was vocal, they were freely distributing sympathy and advice. I had to be careful not to make my
annoyance too obvious because any of these people might turn against me and make things more difficult. So I
had to satisfy their curiosity as much as was reasonably possible, under the circumstances.
But where was Dr. Bagchi? Couldn’t the phone wait? I was amazed at the man’s utter lack of responsibility.
Someone announced the arrival of the ambulance.
I passed the doctor’s bag on to someone, I don’t remember who, and ran towards the ambulance. The driver
was talking to the man who had the paan-shop at the corner, most probably asking for directions. The shopkeeper
had just opened the shutter and was busy cleaning his brass pot. He pointed towards our lane. I saw two men
descend from the van with a rolled-up stretcher. From their appearance I presumed they spoke Hindi and
welcomed them in that language. I said, “Aiye” very courteously.
They followed me. I hurried on, looking back from time to time to make sure they were coming and needlessly
repeating “Aiye” very ceremoniously. I was perfectly sure that if they had come for somebody else I would not
have shown them half the courtesy. A curt “Aao” would have been enough.
Aditi was ready with a warm shirt. She handed it to me muttering under her breath,
“How could you go out without a warm thing on! Are you determined to catch cold?”
Bagchi was already there. I hadn’t noticed his arrival. Perhaps I was busy talking with the ambulance men or
somebody else. As soon as Dr, Bagchi saw the two men with the stretcher he walked out of the room without a
word. One of the men picked up Palan’s hand, felt for his breath, then dropped his hand as one drops some
rubbish. He turned round. With a sinister grin he declared:
“But he is dead!”
Helplessly, I looked from his face to the doctor’s
“But, we could try taking him to the hospital, couldn’t we?” I mumbled, addressing no one in particular, “he
might still be alive?”
The two men were adamant. They rolled up their stretcher and left. Feeling utterly miserable I looked at Dr.
Bagchi. Aditi who always remembered to do the right thing offered four one rupee notes which the doctor took
from her mechanically. But he looked preoccupied. Perhaps he was not even aware of the fact that he had
accepted the money. He turned to me,
“You have to go to the police station now. They will take the dead body away,” he said slowly.
They will take away the dead body! What was I supposed to do after that? What would they do with it? Such
questions did not come into my mind immediately. I was desperately hoping all the time that Palan was not dead
after all, that he would be saved. When I was begging the ambulance men for the last time to take him to the
hospital, I could tell, from Dr. Bagch’s face, that the worst had happened. As a matter of fact I want ed desperately
to be rid of the dead body. I wanted it out of my sight and would have felt much lighter if they took it away.
As I was going to the police station, Aditi asked if she could come with me. It must have been obvious to her
how helpless I felt at the mere thought of visiting the police station.
Tukai at this point looked at me, obviously not understanding what was going on.
“Is Palan sick, Baba?” He asked. Neither of us bothered to answer.
“Take someone with you,” Aditi suggested.
To be honest I wasn’t too keen on visiting the police station all by myself, but whom could I ask to come
along? Rai babu had left. It would-have been better if he came with me, because he was the landlord and
landlords always command respect in this city.
Outside, the crowd had thinned. That was only to be expected. Everybody had work to do, an office to go to, or
a shop or business to be attended to. Where was Akhil babu? He was nowhere around. Neither was Nishith babu.
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They had merely come as curious spectators and had taken their leave, satisfied. Further up the lane I met Nishith
babu hurrying out of his house,
“Going to the police station, are you? I can come along, if you want me to,” he said eagerly.
“Thank you, I think I can manage,” I said.
I was not particularly fond of this gentleman. He was not a straightforward man and had an unholy curiosity
about things that were not his business at all. He and his wife always watched everything that went on in the
neighbourhood with the eyes of a detective. They had no children and always fought among themselves. But they
still had the time to pump information from all the part-time maids and cooks who worked in the neighbouring
houses. Once he had tried to confide such secret information tome but I made it quite plain that I had little time
for it.
The reason I hated this man was different, though. He had pinched one of our young servants, Sidhu, just when
under Aditi’s training, he was beginning to be useful. Nishithbabu offered him two rupees more than we were
paying. That was the kind of man he was.
“I can manage alone,” I said because I was afraid he might make some careless statements at the police station.
I increased my pace just to avoid him and walked faster towards the bus stop. I should ring up my office, but it
was not ten yet. I thought of Sukhen who used to be a good friend of mine till he married. He has a good
knowledge of law, if only he were with me now!
*
“Darwaja!”
The shout from the O.C. went right through my heart. I must have been absent-minded. I wasn’t aware of when
I had reached the police-station or talked to the O.C. Mechanically I followed the Sub-Inspector to the black van
and took a seat next to him. Suddenly, I was conscious of my surroundings, and began to feel ill at ease. Seeing
me in a police van might give people ideas. They might take me to be a plainclothes policeman. Those who know
me have not heard of the accident yet. Perhaps I might even be taken to be the I.B., a mistake which I have often
made myself.
The S.I. kept chattering. He talked of the rising prices, of the morals of modern girls, of Hindi films. Suddenly
he asked,
“Who broke the door, was it you?” I was instantly on my guard.
“Oh no. That was the landlord, Rai babu.”
Nevertheless I felt quite offended. I had already informed him that it was not me. Why did he have to ask me
again?
*
The S.I. climbed out of the car.
“Would you please ask the landlord to come down?” he asked. Two constables got down from the van
followed by two sweepers.
I called Rai babu loudly. He peeped down from upstairs.
“You are wanted here,” I said.
He looked as though he did not know what it was all about. “Why me?” But I could guess that he was hurrying
down.
We entered. Mili, the girl who lived next door was coming out with Tukai.
“Father had gone to the market then. Do you want me to call him?”
I said it wasn’t necessary. The sight of the police constables must have upset her. She hurried away, but paused
to add,
“Mother is cooking for you. You are going to have lunch with us.”
I nodded and walked in, followed by the rest of the party. We were quite a crowd in that small space. Suddenly
the S.I. turned towards the landlord,
“Are you sure it was bolted from inside?”
Rai babu stared back in surprise and said nothing. The S.I. said again.
“What I mean is when you broke the door open, was it bolted from inside?”
“Well, you know, we were all banging and pushing,” replied the landlord nonchalantly. “I don’t exactly
remember—yes, yes I came down and did kick the door.” Then he beamed at the S.I. and added,
“I hope you understand that one is hardly in a position to remember all the details—considering the
circumstances …”
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Look at the cheek\fn{ Impudence; another British term} of him, I said to myself, fuming, trying to give us the slip.
But I did not express what I felt. Instead, I put on my politest smile and said,
“But Rai babu, as far as I remember it was you. You can ask my wife, she was there.”
The S.I. smiled and motioned us to stop arguing. His smile was somewhat reassuring. He stood at the kitchen
door and inspected the room inside. Aditi leaned against the wall, looking crestfallen. The S.I. glanced at her for a
second, then looked away. He was about to untie his shoe lace when Aditi asked him gently not to take off his
shoes.
“That’s right,” smiled the S.I. with understanding, “Everything has got to be washed and cleaned.” He went in
with his shoes.
The body must have become heavy by then, he had to make quite an effort to turn it on its back. Then he poked
the stove, looked at the charcoal stacked in the corner and asked if it was charcoal.
“Oh yes,” responded Aditi from behind him. “When I have to rush things I use it—coal takes
much longer to glow,” she explained.
The S.I. stood up, went over to the door to inspect the ring of the bolt which had come loose.
“Were both the door and the window closed? I see, there’s no ventilator.” After a while he leaned towards the
body and remarked with some surprise,
“Why, there are marks of injury!”
Marks of injury! The words hit me directly. I exchanged glances with Aditi. Both of us were thoroughly
puzzled.
There was no room in that tiny kitchen for all of us to get in. We waited outside. Perhaps the S.I. would not
have wanted us to go in. But I craned my neck and noticed the bruises and clot ted blood at the elbow and knees.
Strange, this had not come to our notice before. I had looked at the boy so many times since morning.
“Let us sit down somewhere,” suggested the S.I. looking around for a suitable place.
He surveyed the two rooms, the bathroom and the verandah, then I brought him to our sitting room. It was not
much of a sitting room, really. An almirah,\fn{A stand-alone storage unit, normally used for hanging clothes:H} a bookcase, a
table and few other things filled up most of the space. There was hardly room for the three chairs which were
squeezed in. As a matter of fact the bedroom was also much too small for all the furniture. The bed, the clothesstand and a mirror took up all the space, so the almirah and the table had to be put in the sitting room. And to
think that we pay two hundred rupees for this space!
The S.I. went on writing and asking questions. He read out what he had written. He asked me to sign it. He
also wanted Rai babu’s signature.
“Do I have to?” muttered Rai babu but he gave the signature nevertheless.
Then he motioned the two attendants who were brought in to take the dead body away. After they left the S.I.
came into the kitchen again and picked up the dirty mattress gingerly.
“Goodness, how dirty!” he exclaimed.
He asked the attendants to take away the mattress as well. He pointed at the door where the catch for the bolt
had come loose and asked us to leave it as it was. Before he left he turned round and spoke to me,
“Please come to the police station some time in the afternoon.”
“Can I clean up the kitchen now?” Aditi asked him.
“By all means,” he said; “it would be better if you could sprinkle some phenyl or bleaching powder on the
floor.” They left.
A strange kind of emptiness descended on the house. It seeped right into me. I was feeling absolutely tired and
worn out, and the feeling of hollowness was becoming unbearable.
I hadn’t noticed Aditi coming in and sitting on the low stool. I sat huddled, my head between my knees. When
I looked up I saw her anxious face.
“What did the police officer say?” she asked slowly. “We won’t get into trouble, I hope?”
“Of course not,” I replied, trying to comfort her, “after all we are not responsible for what has happened.”
Not responsible, not responsible: I have been telling myself since morning, that it was not my responsibility.
But then whose responsibility was it? A remark made by the S.I. flashed through my mind—“I see there is no
ventilator.”
“It is that rascal, Natabar.” I blurted out suddenly, “he is the man responsible for the tragedy. Why hasn’t he
made provision for a ventilator?”
As soon as I said this it seemed to me that I had stumbled upon a great discovery. No, I don’t find a single
ventilator anywhere, inside the kitchen or outside.
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“Goodness, how dirty!”
The S.I.’s remark was like a slap on my face. It was indeed extremity dirty—so dirty that I had felt ashamed.
The mattress was oily and worn out, the cotton had come out in patches. It was almost like a coarse sheet threadbare from constant use. The pillow reeked of dirt.
But somehow I had never noticed how miserable they both were. After all, it is not for me to notice these
things. That is Aditi’s jurisdiction, really. Now I had to face this humiliation on her account. It seemed to me that
the S.I.’s comment was in fact directed to me—
“What kind of a man are you, sir?” he seemed to imply, “Don’t you have any human feeling?” I had to
stomach the insult—that was what fanned my anger at Aditi even more.
“Do you mean to say he used to sleep on that thing?” I asked her savagely.
She kept quiet. After a while she tried to explain,
“You see, they all come and go. They keep the bed so dirty. How can I provide a new bed to every new
servant?”
“It was very cold last night. Poor thing—the verandah was open, he wanted some warmth so he closed the
door and the window. Well, he is getting all the sleep he wanted now—he certainly is,” I observed with a sad
smile.
Aditi was looking down. A tear-drop fell on her lap. Suddenly she cried out,
“What will I tell his father? Oh my god—how am I going to tell him?”
I sighed. That reminded me of another unpleasant business. His father had to be informed. How would I reach
him? That was a problem. I did not know where the old man lived. He used to come once in a while to collect his
son’s wages. Sometimes Palan would get homesick and want to go back with him, but his father would persuade
him to stay. He explained that there was no hurry. He would certainly come after the pujas and take him for a
holiday. Actually, we were not keen on letting him go because we thought of our own convenience.
Only one man knew the old man’s address—the servant who used to work at Mili’s house but who now
worked somewhere near the ration shop. I must go and find out. Palan’s father had to be informed.
I remembered the day he first came, just a few months ago. Shy and thin, his dark eyes somehow held the
charm of the green countryside, his face had a kind of cool simplicity. He stayed close to his father and looked
about him in wonder. It seems like it was only the other day. And to think that he is dead.
Palan was not our first domestic servant, though. There were three or four before him. None of them stayed for
long. There were Ramu and Biswanath. Tukai was two then and we were much younger, and quite inexperienced.
We used to let the servant sleep in the sitting room full of furniture because we still had some kindness left in us.
But in no time it was gone—yes it was Biswanath who did it. He broke the lock of the almirah and ran away
with our clothes, a gold ring, a wristwatch and some money. It was not possible to move the almirah to the
bedroom, that would block the window and there was the other furniture. So from that day on the sitting room
was locked carefully at night. The little passage which we call the verandah was allotted to the servant. There was
no other verandah on the ground floor.
Coming to think of it, the middle class are no better than criminals—they are almost as bad as the rich. They
are sensitive to the smallest injustice going on in the world, but what about their own private lives? Little Palan,
not much bigger than a child, had to sleep on the cold floor with just a thin mattress and a torn cover. Last night it
was freezing cold, so cold that he couldn’t sleep there. He preferred the kitchen. For one terrible moment the
thought struck me that perhaps he did not go of his own will—perhaps it was Aditi’s suggestion since he was
shivering in the cold?
I am getting unduly sentimental, I told myself, winter does not affect everyone in the same way. In the village,
people are used to worse cold than this. How many of the poor get a blanket? Even though it was tattered and
dirty, Palan at least had one.
My thoughts strayed to the other servants who had been with us. Their stay was invariably brief, so we had
decided to keep the name of Ramu on the ration card, instead of changing it every so often.
An incident came to my mind and I checked an impulse to laugh. Aditi would not have found it amusing now.
She would certainly be surprised if I told her the reason. Anyway it concerned the name of a servant we once had.
My mother used to change the name of the servant or the cook if they happened to have the same name as
someone in the family, particularly one of the elders. But Aditi was a graduate with a modern out look. I did not
think she would have any such taboo. Besides the boy had a nice name and we had no one of the same name in
our immediate family circle.
“I’ll call you Hari,” Aditi declared, for no reason at all. I laughed,
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“What’s wrong with Sandeep? Or is it the name of someone you used to love?”
When both of us were in a good mood we indulged in this kind of exchange. Aditi took it in good sport.
“Oh dear, did you ever give me a chance? You were such a sticking plaster, from the day I joined college.” She
would take it as a compliment. This was stretching the truth a bit far because we got to know each other only
when Aditi started going to the National Library. I used to go there, too.
Our love affair came to its natural conclusion. We got married and set up home in this little place. For some
time we were too busy making both ends meet. We were hardly in a position to hire help. Such luxury was
inconceivable.
But in a couple of years two promotions came our way—one in the office and one for Aditi. She became a
mother. That meant more work for her especially after Tukai joined school. Knowing what she would have liked
to acquire to ease her household chores, I would tease her deliberately. Pretending to speak like a hero out of
Bankim Chandra I would ask her, “Tell me what is your heart’s desire, my sweet. Is it gold, or silver, or costly
jewelry, or would you rather have a car and a radiogram and a locker to put all your black money in,” and so on,
waving my hands, grandly. And she would answer in the same spirit,
“I have no use for any earthly treasure, I only want you.” My pleasure must have been evident for she said,
“That’s enough. For God’s sake don’t look so conceited.” She mimicked me and went on,
“I don’t want gold, or silver, or expensive jewelry, what would I do with a car and a radio gram or a locker to
put the black money in. I only want a boy who would help me around the house.”
But as time went on Aditi began to want all the things she said she did not. Besides, there was only one way to
have lasting happiness at home—to have a boy who helped her around, staying with us permanently.
But that turned out to be a most rare thing to obtain. It was difficult to believe that she was the same charming
simple girl who had once driven me around like a shadow, under the trees in the National Library grounds, in the
Victoria Memorial, by the lakes, in Outram Ghat. One look at her, one word from her, sent me off, dreaming wild
dreams. Now that lovely dream girl of mine turns into a bitter, cranky and fretful woman as soon as the servant
runs away without prior notice.
At the same time I realize that my temper is not what it used to be. There are days when I fumble inside the
cigarette packet, sipping my morning tea, glancing at the newspaper only to discover that the packet is empty—
then my expression undergoes a definite change. So I am told. No wonder Aditi says sarcastically,
“When you are forced to go out in the rain to get a few tablets of Novalgin\fn{ A general pain reliever of Indian
manufacture used in the treatment of pains of different origin and variable intensity such as toothache, headache, visceral pain or high
fever} or to get the weekly quota of ration, life does not seem to be worth living any more.”

I had sought the help of the sweet-shop owner in our neighbourhood.
“Do you know of someone who is smart and young and who would work for us?” We prefer younger servants
because they are willing workers and do not tire of running errands.
“Yes, I know such a man. I will send him over,” the shopkeeper assured me.
The man appeared the next day. Aditi almost had a fit when she opened the door.
“No, no, I don’t need any help,” she said trying not to show the fear she felt and turned him away. She burst
out laughing when she recalled the incident for me.
“What a creature! You really can get the oddest specimens. This man who came looked like a ruffian with thick
whiskers,”—she made a movement to suggest the kind of whiskers he had—“why he could have murdered me for
all you know!”
In spite of my sincerest efforts I could not procure any help. We had a part-time maid who swept and mopped
the floor and cleaned the dishes. She would not wash clothes, however, she was rather adamant on this. But it was
better than nothing.
Then, all of a sudden she stopped coming. We heard from other sources that she was beaten by her husband
who had found her joking with a man in the street. Besides, where was the sense in her working if her husband
took away all her earnings for his drinks?
Aditi was in trouble. About this time Tukai’s school opened and that added to her problems. Fifteen days every
month Tukai had to catch the early morning bus. He had to be given a bath, dressed, fed and taken to the street
corner for the bus. The school bus would not come up to our house, and Tukai was too small to be left there alone.
So one of us had to go. The bus came in its own time. Tukai would get tired of waiting and sit down on the school
bag.
That was the most busy time for us all. I had to do the shopping and then get ready for my office. Aditi rushed
through the cooking, she had no time for anything else. Everything was crowded into a tight schedule. The clothes
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had to be washed before the water ran out, and if Aditi didn’t finish her cooking before then as well, there would
be just half a bucket of water left for her to bathe herself.
This was the source of our clash with the landlord. He had a water reservoir on his side of the house which
would overflow quite often, but he wouldn’t turn off the tap. He did it just to make it difficult for us. We got just a
thin trickle of water and it took almost half an hour to fill a bucket. Yet he has a pump which provides him with
water the whole day. Even then he claims his share in our quota of water supplied by the corpora tion. This seemed
to be his only pleasure in life.
Our next-door neighbours are nice people—specially the lady whom we call Mili’s mother. She communicates
with Aditi from her window, calling her Bauma, which is apt enough, for Aditi is young enough to be her
daughter-in-law. She is a sympathetic soul and as she is much older, she often gives Aditi bits of advice in
household matters.
“You didn’t get any help, Bauma?” she would ask with genuine concern.
It was through her efforts that we got one at last. Her servant wrote home to his village and brought a man
back.
It was one Sunday afternoon. I was trying to take a nap after lunch. From the clatter of the pots and pans I
guessed that Aditi was taking the used dishes to the bathroom. At this point there was a knock on the door.
Before I could roll out of bed, Aditi was there. She opened the door with her left hand keeping the right hand
carefully out of sight because it was still soiled from scouring the dishes. The way she brightened visibly, I
thought it was Mejo.Boudi, my second brother’s wife, or Aditi’s brother. No other visitor would make her look so
happy.
Well, I soon found out the reason. It was the servant who worked at Mili’s place. He had brought an old man,
evidently fresh from the village. A boy of about twelve clung to him, bony and bashful. He had a kind of rustic
innocence, and a touch of the soft green of the countryside in his dark eyes.
“Mother had asked me to get a boy for you from my village,” explained Mili’s servant. “I know them very
well, they are quite trustworthy,” he told Aditi. Then he turned to me,
“I have to go now, Dada babu, you please settle the terms.”
Aditi eyed the old man from head to toe, to make out if they were really a trustworthy lot. But I could sense
that she had taken an instant liking to the boy. I also liked him. He was just what Aditi had wanted.
The strange surroundings had aroused a mixed emotion of fear and wonder in the boy. Overcome by shyness
he clung to his father and looked about with interest.
“Is he your son?” Aditi asked the old man. “Why, he is just a child, do you think he would be able to stay away
from home?”
“Oh yes; oh yes,” the old man patted his son affectionately. I noticed how bony his hands were. “He will be in
good hands, oh yes, he will be perfectly all right. These are hard days, mother.” he went on after a pause, “with
five people to feed at home. There is hardly any food. At least he won’t be without food here, and he’ll be earning
too.” The man with a stubble grinned pathetically.
“How much do you want?” I asked, “he has not worked before, so he has to be trained.”
The old man looked down and smiled bashfully.
“I leave it to you, babu.”
While we were talking the little boy kept quiet, he was not interested in our talk. Every time I looked at him he
turned away, blushing.
“You wouldn’t feel home sick?” I asked him directly.
He said nothing, but went on staring at the floor. When his father prodded him for an answer, he nodded.
“How much do you want, tell me. Make up your mind,” I asked the father.
“You suggest, babu,” the man smiled again. “He is here for money. He does not have a mother at home, poor
boy, but he has to earn.”
“He doesn’t have a mother? How sad.” Aditi was touched. “What’s your name, son?” she asked gently.
The boy did not answer, he hid his face in his father’s clothes.
“We call him Palan,” the old man answered for him. Aditi did not get it at first,
“What was that you said?”
Even I was puzzled. I had never heard of such a name. The old man rubbed his graying stubble,
“Yes babu, Palan. That is what we call him. He is the only son I have,” he smiled in a peculiar way. “Two of
my sons died. So his grandmother suggested we call him Palan.”\fn{ In Bengali, the name means “to run away” } God
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might let him stay then. But his mother left us instead, after his birth.” He seemed to sigh noiselessly, then mutter
under his breath,
“The mother is dead.”
Aditi looked on with sympathy. Perhaps she was really feeling sorry for the motherless child and the old man.
We settled for twenty rupees, and agreed to provide him a set of new clothes for puja. The old man talked to his
son, patted his head as though he was giving him his blessing.
“You must behave, you must work well, and listen to the master. I’ll come every month and collect the wage.
He is too young. Please do not give him any money.”
He spent some more time with his son. Before he left he gave him two jalebis wrapped in a sal leaf which he
carried, tucked in his waist.\fn{ A jalebi is a sweet made by deep-frying a wheat flour batter in pretzel or circular shapes, and then
soaking it in sugar syrup}
“This is for you, son.”
The boy took the packet though he made no attempt to eat. When he saw his father leave he followed him to
the courtyard and watched him blankly.
62.37 The Man Who Saw God\fn{by D. B. G. Tilak aka Devarakonda Bala Gangadhara Tilak (1922-1966)} Tanuku, West
Godavari District, Andhra Pradesh, India (M) 8
The news that Gavarayya’s wife had eloped spread zestfully through the entire village. That only the day
before China had violated the borders of India and committed aggression and that the war was still on became
unimportant all too suddenly and everyone even forgot about it. It seemed that in the entire Telugu country only
the people of this village recognized or appreciated the special significance of elopement by a woman!
At street junctions, in the coffee shack (and there was only one in that place), on the low ridges of agricultural
fields and near the panchayat building the men; near the compound walls of their homes, at the wells, and on the
steps of the public pond\fn{A note reads: In an Indian village, or small town, it is the equivalent of a watering place cum clubhouse,
where womenfolk gather to wash, scrub, bathe, draw water to take home, while chatting about the village affairs etc. Considered an
institution in itself.} the women: everyone was talking about this most wonderful development. A simple elopement

may not have created such a sensation; specifically, elopement with a useless tailor working on a sewing machine
on a pyol opposite the house made it extremely odd. It would have been less damaging to reputation, so opined
experienced village elders, if she had eloped with someone else, a gentleman. Many young men felt hurt that
Gavarayya’s wife had unnecessarily insulted and wronged them.
“What did she see in the man to elope with him?” asked a young woman of her mother-in-law for the third
time, unable to curb her curiosity.
“Let it be. Why didn’t you yourself elope with him, you would have found out,” said the mother-in-law, vexed
and angry.
“Gavarayya richly got his deserts,” resolved all and sundry, both young and old, unanimously. Not one felt pity
for Gavarayya or sympathized with him. .
Everyone in the village hated Gavarayya. Physically he looked dark and ungainly. Face pitted with pockmarks. Lips thick and coarse. Brows bushy, as though caterpillars had been stuck there. Gavarayya lived on the
outskirts of the village in a tiled logili\fn{A note reads: Old-fashioned house with rooms opening out to a central courtyard,
clearly an architectural design of the past meant to house a large joint family .}
“I knew something like this was going to happen,” said Avadhani with his eyes half-closed; Avadhani was the
trustee of the village temple.
The munsif,\fn{Village official supervising law and order .} Chalapati, and the karanam,\fn{Village revenue official.}
Narasimham, nodded their heads. At this, with greater enthusiasm the temple trustee offered commentary on the
Upanishad-like statement he had just made.
“Will the Lord Venugopala overlook such lapses? The first spouse had died anyway. Now this second wife has
perpetrated something worse than death. Has he done one charitable act? Has he accepted one word of good
counsel?”
The munsif, Chalapati, tapped his walking stick on the floor and said:
“Has he allowed anyone to get close to him? A wicked man, this Gavarayya, sir. Too much ego, too much
arrogance.”
“Sinful wealth, sinfully earned, sir! Won’t the consequences follow? The other day all the young fellows went
and asked him to donate one rupee for the bhajan, just one rupee, and he chased them away, it seems,” said the
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karanam.
*
Twenty years ago, at the age of twenty, Gavarayya had arrived in this village. He had a paternal aunt in this
village. Without mother or father, an orphan, he landed up here. He also brought some cash with him when he
came. There was a town within two miles of the village. Every day he would go to the town early in the morning
and return after sunset. After some time when they came to know that he was engaged in the hides business
everyone uttered God’s name, “Hari, Hari,” with their hands over their ears. They made it clear to the paternal
aunt that his was an utterly sinful business and they would pay for it. But the aunt didn’t do anything about it.
Some even took the liberty of trying to persuade Gavarayya that trade in hides of animals was not ethical. .
“Why only the hides of animals, I would sell even human skins, only they are too thin and useless,” replied
Gavarayya, it seems. Gavarayya was a stubborn, headstrong fellow. Wouldn't talk to anyone; wouldn't socialize
with anyone. Why, no one had even seen Gavarayya laughing. Worse, it appears Gavarayya did not distinguish
between “Sin” and “Virtue.”
It was generally believed that during the last twenty years he had made more than a lakh of rupees. The elders
of the village—because they were generous people and righteous—forgave his sinful ways of making money and
in the interests of his welfare, with a desire to ensure his pleasant tenure in the next world, advised him—patiently
and ceaselessly—to make donations and endow charities, construct the temple pavilion, pick up the bill for
construction of the school building, perform week-long religious ceremonies. Narrowing his round deep-set eyes,
pressing his cheroot tightly between his lips, Gavarayya would say crossly, sharply:
“I won’t give a single copper. Go and complain to whoever you want.”
He has no sense of decency or proportion, they all said behind his back. Because he had a cash balance of one
lakh rupees they did not say it openly to him, for by birth they were wise.
Within a few days after he arrived at his aunt’s house, Gavarayya fetched his first wife. That wife he wouldn’t
send anywhere. Not even to the neighbor’s houses would she go. The paternal aunt, the wife and Gavarayya—the
three of them were like three ghosts. A rumor also circulated in the village that Gavarayya’s wife had been
possessed from time to time by some spirit, and that without anyone’s knowledge, at midnight while everyone
slept, some exorcist would come and perform some mysterious rites\fn{ Prayogaalu, the Telugu word used here, has a
touch of black magic.} and offer fumigations. How, in such solitude, without mixing with society they were surviving,
no one could understand. Some time later arrived a bangle seller, claiming to have come from Gavarayya’s native
place, to do business in the village. He supplied more details about Gavarayya’s past.
Gavarayya’s father had been a very wicked man, it appeared. Gambling and drinking he learned in equal parts
and practiced them. The mother, a sick woman, was perpetually confined to bed. Therefore Gavarayya’s father
kept a mistress in the neighboring town. As a child Gavarayya did not know anything of a mother’s care and
attention. Because of the evil reputation enjoyed by the father, no one made friends with Gavarayya. He was not
even allowed to join the village school. The founder of the school was a renowned landlord of the place. With that
landlord Gavarayya’s father cultivated an endless enmity. The landlord was a man of repute and a decent man; he
organized every year the religious celebrations of Lord Subbarayudu, and public feeding. Ganging up with a
bunch of rowdies, Gavarayya's father used to create trouble at these celebrations. That once, in a life-and-death
crisis, the landlord had made Gavarayya’s father sign a mortgage for twice the amount that he had actually lent
him and then unjustly seized the little land he owned, was the allegation of Gavarayya’s father. But of course the
elders in the village were not so foolish as to believe the words of a rowdy. Besides they themselves were
clandestinely engaged in usury on the same principles as the landlord’s, so the general public wouldn’t even in a
dream believe that such a gentleman and a great devotee of the Lord like the landlord would commit such an
atrocity.
Distressed by Gavarayya’s loneliness and isolation, his father brought him a puppy and two kittens and told
him to play with them.
“These are better than humans,” he would remark to his sick wife.
Gavarayya spent his entire childhood playing with dogs, trees and walls. After some time his sick mother
passed away. With her death, atrocities of Gavarayya’s father markedly increased. Gavarayya’s father had loved
his wife very much. He had spent a hefty amount of money on her treatment. Now when in her last days he could
not find the money for her medical treatment, the reason for it Gavarayya’s father thought was the landlord’s
inequity and he went wild. One evening when the field hand of the landlord was returning from the fields
someone broke his head with an iron rod. The landlord said that his suspicion centered entirely on Gavarayya’s
father. They arrested Gavarayya’s father; charge-sheeted him. All the villagers gave irrefutable evidence. Though
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they mayor may not have witnessed the murder, the orders of the pious landlord they honored as divine command.
Gavarayya's father was sentenced to life. He pointedly told Gavarayya as his last words:
“Don’t trust anyone. Stand on your own feet. All humans are traitorous wretches, venomous serpents.”
And then he left with the police.
Without mother, without father, Gavarayya survived in that house in a state of pure terror. Pining for them,
without food or water for two whole days, sitting in a comer of that house the fourteen-year-old Gavarayya wept
disconsolately. No one came anywhere near him, didn’t even greet him. All those good souls in the village
probably thought that the father being a rowdy and a murderer, the child had inherited his traits and that the
farther they kept away from him the better it would be for them. Gavarayya fell ill. No question of medical
treatment or anything remotely like it. The fever turned out to be smallpox. From that house at night were heard
cries, terrifying, pitiful:
“Amma, I am dying.”
The moment they came to know that it was smallpox people even stopped coming anywhere near the house.
“If this son too were to die, it would be good riddance for the village,” said some. In this situation, one day in
the evening a jutka stopped before Gavarayya’s house. From it climbed down a forty-year-old woman. Covered
with jewelry from top to toe. She was tall, well-built. Not even the hair on the temples had grayed. The whole
street came out and stood gawking at her. She didn’t even glance this side or that, but went straight in. The servant
carried in all the boxes and banged the door shut.
Through the servant it transpired that she had had a liaison with Gavarayya’s father, that after offering worship
at various pilgrim centers for six months she had returned only two days earlier. Having come to know that
Gavarayya’s father had been sentenced for life and that this had reduced the son to an orphan, she had left at once
with her luggage and arrived in that village for good.
That marked a turning point. Though Gavarayya recovered from his illness and looked uglier than ever, she did
not flinch. One or two women took the liberty of trying to convince her of the folly of taking over the
responsibility of the ugly son simply because she had had a liaison with the father. But as was her nature she
didn’t bother about anyone’s opinion. After some time she found a bride for Gavarayya and performed his
marriage. Just before she died, when Gavarayya was twenty, she gave away to him her jewelry and cash of ten
thousand rupees.
Everyone in the village knew about his arrival later at his paternal aunt’s house in this village, his starting the
hides business, and after seven or eight years the loss of his wife. On hearing this history from the bangle-seller’s
mouth, their hatred for Gavarayya now acquired a rational basis with greater conviction. His father was a wicked
man, a murderer; this fellow, playing since his childhood with cats and dogs, had himself acquired animal traits.
Moreover his upbringing had been taken up by a fallen woman. From another angle, that such an inhuman fellow
had landed in their village of all places, caused them anguish too.
But then elders like Avadhani did not despair at first. True, Gavarayya was a wicked man. A picture of ugliness
—that too was true; a miser who wouldn’t part with a copper—agreed; mulish fellow, uncultured—everyone
knew. All the same, a rich man. If his riches could be made to support good acts he, and the elders, would find
salvation. With that altruistic intention, in so many ways and so often they sounded out Gavarayya. The
celebrations of the Lord Venugopala’s festival, they said. Construction of a pavilion in the temple a must, they
said. Must repair the temple compound wall which had tilted, they said. Not one suggestion did Gavarayya bite.
At least come to the temple, have the Lord’s darshan and take His prasadam,\fn{God’s offering., the food presented by
believers as an offering to the god:W/H } they said. That it was an act entailing no expenditure and by doing it sooner or
later in Gavarayya’s stony heart the seed of piety would sprout, was their hope. But not once did Gavarayya go
anywhere near the temple.
Unable to stand the sight of a fellow creature turning an atheist and a sinner, prompted by their own good
nature and devotion to duty, the village elders employed the weapon of boycott. But this didn’t work either.
Because Gavarayya had boycotted the village itself from the beginning. And besides, the washerman, the trader
and the barber kept serving him clandestinely. As he more likely than not gave them their dues promptly, not one
of them liked to lose this customer.
When Gavarayya’s first wife slipped and fell into the well and drowned, Avadhani and others called on him
and condoled with him. All this was the result of his karma, he should wake up now at least, they exhorted him.
But Gavarayya did not care. Not just that, within a year he married a girl who was fifteen years younger than him
and brought her home. Though she wasn’t much of a beauty, she decorated herself fashionably; Gavarayya took
care of her with great love and affection, people used to say. But she too, on her part, never stepped outside her
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house. If out of curiosity anyone called on her, she chatted with them pleasantly. If anyone made fun or spoke
sarcastically of either Gavarayya’s looks or his age, she would say:
“He is a very good man.”
Often she went by cart to the neighboring town and watched a movie. That Gavarayya relaxed all his rules for
his wife came as a surprise to everyone. But then even that relaxation was within certain limits, up to a point: the
inmates of that house had to remain away from the villagers and from the happenings in the village of course.
How she had developed enough intimacy with the sewing machine man on the pyol of the opposite house to
actually elope with him, nobody knew. But this mishap gave the munsif, the karanam and others great joy. In the
absolute darkness around them they now saw a ray of hope. Strike the iron while it is hot, they said. All four of
them together called on Gavarayya one day.
It was a very big house. An old-style house, large and spacious, with rooms on all four sides opening out to a
central courtyard: a manduva house. At the rear, the haystack, the cattle shed, trees and the like. And beyond there
were no more houses; it was all fields. The small dwelling of his paternal aunt Gavarayya had expanded steadily
till it reached these proportions.
This house would never be like any others. The buzz and stir of life was missing and a terrifying loneliness had
accumulated there, it appeared. As if at night ghosts with reversed feet roamed all over the house and then by daybreak climbed up and hid in the attic or in the corners of the eaves. Even those four, enjoying authority, status and
an inborn pluck, felt, it is true, a little dread as they stepped into that house.
His eyes closed, Gavarayya sat leaning against the wall. Through the banian, his powerful chest and muscles,
pockmarked all over, looked like dented babul timbers. Hearing steps, he opened his eyes and looked. With
streaks of red, his eyes looked like the eyes of a drunk. Avadhani, the munsif, the karanam and another village
elder sat on a bench next to Gavarayya who just kept staring at them. Then Gavarayya looked at them with a
questioning look.
“You didn’t deserve this calamity, Gavarayya. You are quiet and peaceable by nature. You never bother others
or butt in their lives. When the news came, believe me, we thought, ‘O, what a pity!’ and our minds were
convulsed with compassion,” said the karanam.
Gavarayya did not react. He kept looking at them.
“Whether it be in the matter of payment of taxes or of salaries to the field hands, he always punctually fulfilled
his duty. He never kept with him moneys due to others. To that fellow, that field hand Subbayya, even before the
year was over Gavarayya measured out his grain. That fellow has been singing his praises, ‘Our landlord is an
extremely large-hearted man.’” said the munsif.
Gavarayya kept looking at them. Whether he had heard them or not, they had no clue.
“But then there is one small matter, Gavarayya babu,” said Avadhani, greatly skilled at speech, softly,
smoothly, solemnly blending it all with a special pity and tenderness, and buttressed by his status of being the
temple trustee. “Take it for granted that no one can cross happily this worldly ocean without support from God.
You are an excellent man, a straightforward man—even then, as far as your business is concerned, it is totally
against the laws; this is unambiguously asserted by our sastras. But then in the age of Kali, certain exceptions
have been made by men. Therefore it can be overlooked. Even then they insisted on one thing—whatever it is, if
you don’t stop thinking of God all your hardships will evaporate like the mist. ‘With fruit, flower, leaf or even
water’—ancestors said—‘God is easy to please.’”
Gradually the smile of triumph spread on the faces of all four men. The normally snarling and growling
Gavarayya was keeping quiet today. What was thought to be an impregnable fort wall now showed a crack. They
felt now that slowly Gavarayya could be reformed. They all rose, took leave.
But Gavarayya kept staring at them like a statue carved out of rock.
*
A year passed.
Off and on the karanam, the munsif and others kept calling on Gavarayya at his house. For the darshan of the
deity, for a harikatha\fn{A note reads: A religious recital with dance and music; actually a form of religious narrative discourse, a
public recital of stories from our epics etc., with song, music, and a few dance steps thrown in; a choreo-musical mono-action.} or for
something else, they kept inviting him and personally fetching him. Even the villagers now raised their hands in
namaskaram when they passed him in the street.
But Gavarayya would not speak a word. Like a man enchanted he sat in the temple or through the harikatha.
Sometimes he would get up abruptly and walk away. The elders would shake their heads.
“Rakshasa son-of-a-whore! Would he change overnight?” they would say.
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“Has he got a choice in the matter? Defying society and dharmam,\fn{Religious duty.} where can this fellow
go?” Avadhani would respond.
The compound wall of Lord Venugopala’s temple was on the verge of collapse. It didn’t brook further delay,
decided the elders: Not less than twenty-five thousand would do. Such a big amount there was no one who could
donate except Gavarayya, they said. During the year Gavarayya had made huge profits. Even if you ignored the
hides business, in the oil mill in the town he had bought a three-quarters share. In wonder the villagers all told
each other that in just this one oil business he had realized the L-sound.\fn{ A note reads: Made a lakh of rupees.} They
not only thought that the reason for this prosperity was the newly sprung piety in him, but, lest he forgot, also
made it a point to tell him this again and again.
On an auspicious day the munsif, the karanam, the trustee of the temple, and the wealthy people in the village
together called on Gavarayya and explained the need for renovation of the temple compound wall. They were
unanimous that he alone should take it up,
“Your name will become immortal, Gavarayya. In your name we will have puja and religious rites performed,”
they added.
“Why does God need a temple? And where is the need for a compound wall around the temple?” said
Gavarayya, chewing the end of the cheroot in his mouth.
They were all dumbstruck.
“Blasphemy! Blasphemy!” said the karanam and slapped his own cheeks in a gesture of expiation.
The trustee winked to the karanam.
“The question which Gavarayya has posed is not an ordinary one. Even philosophers and maharishis have
been given no end of trouble by this knotty question. But then, even without our knowledge, inside Gavarayya
there is sadhana at work, a spiritual process. If we can be patient for a few more days, a great man like Gavarayya
will himself find an answer to his own question. The favor of the Lord will not come directly and fully at one go.
Comes in gradual stages, let me tell you. When that day of Grace comes, our Gavarayya himself will, I assure
you, say, ‘Here, Avadhani garu, keep this ten thousand—get the compound wall constructed.’ Won’t he?”
Gavarayya, who had never done it before, now raised his hands and made a namaskaram to Avadhani.
“Please take leave. I have a job to do. Must go to the town,” said he and strode out. Avadhani was taken aback.
They looked at each other.
“Avadhani, you have conquered. He bowed his head and made a namaskaram to you! Be he cremated! He is
changing. Surely changing,” said the karanam with glee.
“By the time the rainy season is over—take my word for it—he will drop the twenty-five thousand before us.
Along with the compound wall will rise parapet walls for our houses,” said the munsif, chuckling into his
moustaches.
*
Anyway, the rainy season came. As it arrived, it came down heavily, angrily, forcefully. It was one downpour.
With thick clouds, darkened sky, lightning and thunder, nature was all hustle and bustle like a wedding pandal.
Though the streets were slushy, womenfolk, among them newly married girls, held the pleats of their saris above
their ankles and merrily attended the vermilion ceremonies at various houses. The farming community was
engaged in the fields. Though the munsif’s wife suffered from arthritis and Avadhani’s daughter retched from the
nausea of pregnancy, these problems did not in any way affect the collective happiness of the village. Though the
karanam’s widowed sister kept staring through the window at the town-boy who had come visiting his relatives,
and kept waving her hand to him ceaselessly, because of his shortsightedness and the shadows cast by the clouds
he could not catch those signals. Rain or shine, the coolies and such others living on the outskirts of the village,
and the gutters, the gulleys, the diseases—everything was in proper order. In the library building constructed by
the panchayat the playing card session went on round the clock without interruption.
In this kind of cool, happy atmosphere suddenly like a bolt of lightning a piece of news shook up the village.
The munsif and a couple of others were sitting on the munsif’s pyol, covered in shawls, warmly puffing at the
cheroots, engaged in a spiritual discussion. And Paanakaalu came running there. In his eyes there was a terrible
anxiety. From his appearance it appeared that right behind him followed some earthquake or a deluge.
“You fellow! What’s happened?” said the munsif.
“She has come, sir. She has returned, sir,” said Paanakaalu.
Two months earlier, the munsif’s bull calf had dropped its tether and run away. The munsif said with a smile,
“Then what more do you want? I shall come and see. Tie it up in the cattle shed.”
“Not the young bull, babu! It’s Gavarayya’s wife!” said Paanakaalu.
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Sitting erect all of a sudden, “What, what, what did you say?” they all said in unison in hushed tones.
Paanakaalu gave details. The night before, very late, after watching the late-night movie in the town, as
Narasimham from the cloth shop approached the village, he noticed someone moving in the dark of the trees by
the roadside. It struck him that it might be a ghost and he was scared, his heart beat fast. He ran and hurriedly
woke up Paanakaalu sleeping in a hut a little distance away. Both returned to investigate.
An unkempt-haired lass, unable to walk, plodding step by step, in soiled blackened clothes, they discovered.
She was carrying a small bundle; they went near her to see who she was, but failed to recognize her. They
accosted her; she did not respond. She quickened her pace. The two followed her at a distance. She cut across the
fields and entered the thatched shed adjacent to the backyard of Gavarayya’s house. The thatched shed lay in
between Gavarayya’s backyard and the fields. It was overflowing with firewood, old tin cans and odds and ends.
For a moment they thought of waking up Gavarayya and informing him but were afraid he might react violently
and beat them up.
In the morning Paanakaalu remembered the incident and went to look inside the shed. It was no one else—
Gavarayya’s wife! The belly had bulged considerably; she must be due any time now. She lay on the straw,
groaning.
“Do you think Gavarayya knows about this?” asked the munsif.
“No, babu. Early in the morning he leaves for the town, as you know,” said Paanakaalu.
The munsif rose quickly. Put his feet in his chappals and started for Avadhani’s house. On the way everyone
greeted him and enquired of him:
“What, munsif, it seems Gavarayya’s wife has returned. What is happening to this village and the people,
babu? Right and wrong, Merit and Sin, all things are trampled into the dust! If those who elope and conceive are
allowed to go back and are accepted by their husbands, won’t the young in the village too go out of control! What
has happened to this village, babu, and to these elders!” said an old woman past sixty seated on a pyol.
Even before he reached Avadhani’s house the munsif realized that the whole village was discussing
Gavarayya’s wife. Avadhani looked testy, angry.
“Do you know?” said the munsif, climbing the steps. “Every child and adult knows! Only you, supposed to be
performing the munsif’s duties, don’t know. With what audacity has this sinful female returned to this village!
[No] respect for dharmam and fear of God has she got at all, I say!”
In no time the karanam, the munsif and the elders of the village, all were seated in a conference. They said
they, needed to ascertain unambiguously if Gavarayya was going to drive away the fallen woman immediately or
himself leave the village. That very morning someone in the untouchable quarter had contracted cholera and the
reason for that was the sinful woman’s stepping into the village, said one elder. Avadhani’s elder sister pushed the
door slightly ajar and said:
“We are all dying of shame. If these violators of the laws remain in the village what will be the fate of householders, you please consider, annayya elder brother. Please! Tell us if you want us to remain in the village or jump
into the pond.”
“But then Gavarayya is not at home. As soon as he returns, you elders go and tell him. How can he not respect
your views? Whatever you may say, Avadhani garu, this man is not the old Gavarayya. He has now learned to
discriminate between Sin and Virtue. Respect for God, and more than that respect for you he has developed now,”
said the biggest landowner of the village, Seshagiri.
“How many hopes have we pinned on Gavarayya!” said the munsif with a sigh, remembering the compound
wall of the temple, and the twenty-five thousand.
“Isn’t Gavarayya’s aunt there! What is she doing? Kept quiet?” said the karanam.
“What kind of aunt, babu? She has fallen ill and is now bedridden, poor woman. She has grown really old,”
said someone.
*
At dusk Gavarayya got off his cycle. The moment he stepped into his house, he noticed Avadhani, the karanam
and the munsif. Raising his brows he nodded his head quizzically. Avadhani recounted the whole story.
Gavarayya’s eyes became red. His thick lips shook. He rushed and picked up a crowbar from the corner.
“I shall kill that whore,” he shouted. Avadhani hurriedly said:
“No, don’t! No need for such a drastic act. Gavarayya babu, isn’t your devotion to morality well known, why
get into a murder case now? It will spell trouble for you, and spell trouble for us as well; throw her out of the
house, that’s all.”
Gavarayya did not heed his words. With big strides he went inside.
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The three, realizing that their presence there might mean trouble for them, slipped away.
Gavarayya went into the thatched shed. It was all cluttered and gloomy there. Full of old household articles
and dust. Gavarayya strained his eyes to see. He saw his wife lying supine to one side on the ground. He went
near and raised the crowbar. Then he had some doubt.
“Is she dead or alive?” he asked himself.
He knelt and peered at her face. The face was emaciated, pale. The hair had dried and knotted and loathsomely
lay spread around her shoulders. Pitiful, paralyzed by fear of death, terrifying and sickening her face looked. He
called her, “Chitti.” Shook her by the shoulders. Chitti opened her eyes. Recognized Gavaryya. Tears trickled
from her eyes. She lifted her shaking hands and made a namaskaram to him.
“Don’t do anything to me, I shall go away,” she said in a feeble voice. That his mother had, just before her
death, done exactly this—raised her hands and made a namaskaram to his father and looked as pitiful—
Gavarayya recalled. Then once again Chitti’s two hands slid down and lay helplessly by her side.
Sitting there for a while, whatever it was he thought, he went in and brought back water in a chembu and a
bowl-full of rice.
“Chitti,” he called softly.
Chitti opened her eyes.
“Get up, eat this rice and go away at first light. You shouldn’t show .me your face again, is that clear?” he said.
Chitti nodded her head.
Gavarayya stood up and said, “If you are seen in this shed in the morning, you won’t escape death,” and
returned to the house.
That night Gavarayya could not relish his food. He felt as though fires had been started underneath his feet.
Outside in the sky thick clouds gathered. The wind was whizzing through the leaves of the trees; hitting the eaves
of the roof and screaming wildly, it went back. Rolling restlessly in his bed, Gavarayya dozed off. In his sleep, he
had a terrible nightmare. His father and his mother had been tied up to a stake and fires had been started all
around. The fellows who started the fire appeared to be Avadhani, the karanam and the munsif. Both the father
and the mother were screaming desperately in agony and terror, “Baabo-i, baabo-i.” The father and the mother
were reduced to red and black ashes. Out of the ashes rose somebody. He quickly strode towards the thatched hut
in Gavarayya’s backyard. That person had a Conch in one hand, and the Divine Discus in the other, and the
Vaishnava marks on his forehead. He looked like the image of Lord Venugopala that he had seen in the temple.
Tears were flowing out of the eyes of Lord Venugopala. God was crying. He took the infant from Chitti’s bed into
his arms and he was consoling Chitti:
“Don’t be afraid. I am with you.”
Meanwhile armed with burning flambeaux the villagers came screaming and set the thatched shed on fire. In
no time the shed burst into a blaze from all four sides. The flames were reaching the sky. God was burning. Chitti
was burning. The innocent little infant was burning.
Gavarayya woke up with a start. His forehead was dripping with perspiration. The casement shutters were
flapping in the wind. The wind roaring, thunder and lightning—it was all terrifying. Gavarayya wiped his face.
From the goblet by his bedside he took a glass of water and gulped it down. Looked out from the dark inside. The
dark outside blended with the rain, like black poison sliding down from the heavens, black sin surging like a
rising sea. In that terrifying darkness, these men, houses and homes, fears, desires, everything appeared unreal. In
the furious tandava\fn{Lord Siva’s dance.} of nature, some truth struck him like a whiplash. A huge lightning
flashed. In that light, the tip of the gopuram\fn{Tower.} of Lord Venugopala’s temple flashed. Something flashed
in the depths of Gavarayya’s mind. Gavarayya coughed.
Lantern in hand he went into the backyard. It was a huge yard. Shrill, loud moans were heard from the
thatched shed. He went in. Chilli was writhing in labor. Unable to watch the sight, he left the lantern there and
came out and stood. He did not know at all how long he stood there in the cold wind and rain. Suddenly there was
a flash of lightning. From the dreadful clap it seemed lightning had struck somewhere close by. Chitti screamed
aloud, “Baabo-i!” Gavarayya froze for a minute.
Presently he heard an infant puling, “kayre, kayre.” In the hard-bitten ugly face of Gavarayya spread the light
of a smile that came from in between his thick lips. In that downpour, in that darkness, finding his way in the
lightning flashes, Gavarayya ran to fetch the village midwife.
*
It was eight in the morning. In the verandah of Gavarayya’s house, Avadhani, the karanam, Seshagiri, the
munsif were all seated. The rain had cleared and a soft sun was out. In that sunlight everything—the trees, leaves,
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grass and the black wings of the crow on Gavarayya’s house shimmered. Only the faces of Avadhani, the munsif
and the others didn’t shine. Anger whirled in their frustrated eyes. Outside the doorstep, the village flunkey and a
couple of servants who had come in their train stood as if ready to carry out their slightest bidding, their arms
deferentially crossed and held over their chests, embodiments of obedience and resolve.
After a while Gavarayya came out of his house. He looked like an iron girder on the move. Narrowing his little
eyes, he looked directly, disdainfully at them. Avadhani affected a fierce tone and said breathlessly:
“I didn’t expect you would do this, Gavarayya! Thought you were more of a gentleman than this. Would you
bring a fallen woman and put her up in your house? A baby boy fathered by someone unknown you would bring
and keep in your house! You have not only lost both shame and self-respect, but committed a sin, horrible sin. Do
you think that God would forgive and tolerate you?”
Gavarayya sat relaxed, leaning against the wall. From the waist-folds of his dhoti he took out a leaf of tobacco
and rolling it said:
“I have been advised by God himself.”
“What did He tell you?” asked Avadhani.
“I am going to adopt that boy. That girl will stay put in my house,” said Gavarayya.
“To a woman who had eloped you will play husband?” blustered Seshagiri, unable to believe his own ears.
“Hack that husbanding—if I marry a girl half my age what else will she do? If I throw her out, where will she
go? Give her food and clothes and she will stay put here taking care of the boy,” said Gavarayya.
Avadhani guffawed contemptuously.
“Did you say God had told you? Which God, I say? The God of adultery? Those who have engaged in great
penance have not been rewarded, but—”
“God appeared before me. I have seen God,” said Gavarayya stubbornly. His eyes shone when he said this.
“At least now you better send her and her child packing. We are not going to accept such an egregious act of
immorality,” said the karanam.
“We won’t allow you to come anywhere near the temple,” said Avadhani.
“The village as a whole will unite against you, Gavarayya! We are telling you decently but you are not
accepting our advice. We are not going to sit idle, I warn you,” said the munsif.
Suddenly Gavarayya rose, picked up the crowbar lying by the wall and thundered:
“Who dares, let me see? Who can challenge me? Have I misappropriated another man’s money? Have I in the
first instance asked you to come here? Who are you to come and preach to me? Whoever interferes in my affairs I
shall with one blow cut him in two, let whoever wishes to come, come forward.”
He was shaking with rage. He looked like a volcano erupting. His appearance, his fury terrified the village
servant who stood gaping in fear.
Avadhani stood up. All the others too stood up.
“Then you say you will not abandon her,” said Avadhani.
“I won’t leave her,” said Gavarayya.
“Then we are ostracizing you. The washerman and the barber won’t come to you, what’s more, for work in
your fields which laborer will dare come to you, I shall see,” said Avadhani.
The munsif looked at the village menial and said:
“Today you proclaim it in the village on your tabor, you fellow.”
Gavarayya gave them a thunderous look, and said:
“Get away you elders. In this god-forsaken village, even if you ask me, I won’t live. I won’t allow my child to
be brought up in the midst of such wretches, thoof,” he hawked and spat, staring at the departing Avadhani and his
troupe.
*
Before seven days, a week passed, Gavarayya’s house was locked up.
It transpired that Gavarayya had bought a house in the town and had put up for sale his house and land in this
village.
68.38 The Life Inside\fn{by Chunilal Madia (1922-1968)} Dhoraji, Rajkot District, Gujarat State, India (M) 3
The Saurashtra Mail halted at Dadar Station. It seemed overcrowded with passengers it had carried from
Bombay Central—the starting point. The passengers in the third class compartments had bolted the doors to make
certain that more people should not come in. They were now taking additional precautions to ensure that the doors
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were not opened for any newcomer. Every eye was fixed on the platform. After all, fresh arrivals could attack
only from that side. The passengers there were being pushed from one compartment to another like wandering
cattle. But from each carriage they were being pushed back along with their womenfolk and luggage.
Shamlo had loaded onto his Gomli’s head a sack weighing at least four maunds. He had been moving along the
train, hearing the command, “Go somewhere else!” not only from each compartment, but from each window. He
was puzzled. What would happen to them? Why should human beings be subjected to such humiliation? How
self-centered the world had become?
“In such a long stretch of the train, only we two cannot find as much as a few inches of space,” muttered
Shamlo.
In our village, his rustic mind ruminated, even wandering cattle find a van. People shut up a troublesome cow
or a bull which eats away the green grass in a van. It finds its freedom only when the owner pays off the dues.
And here in this place, two-legged humans are insulted at every door. We creatures, we human beings, do not
seem to deserve what those four-legged creatures get as punishment!
Revolving in his mind this rustic philosophy about the bipeds and the quadrupeds, Shamlo dragged his Gomli
down the platform. He realized that he had reached the sloping end of the platform when he just managed to save
himself from slipping. Even the far extending compartments of the train did not stretch beyond this point. The
moment Shamlo discovered that the long train stretched no further, he saw the danger—but then suddenly in a
flash he saw his salvation too. Pulling Gomli by his hand, he ran down the slope of the platform and went round
the last compartment to the other side.
Difficulties sometimes recede in a flash, just as they may appear from nowhere. A half-open door on the far
side was swinging only to welcome this couple, it seemed. Shamlo climbed the two steps and attempted an entry
into the compartment. Every voice rose in concert:
“There is no place here!”
“Go somewhere else!”
“We are crammed here, one on top of the other!” Shamlo meekly appealed:
“Gentlemen, we are poor folk. Have a little pity.”
“Then we all must be shut in like animals, eh!” said one.
“Won’t you spare at least a little space to breathe?”
“Must we invite you to sit on our laps?” This remark naturally evoked some laughter in the compartment.
Shamlo continued:
“If you so wish, we will not sit. We will just stand. We are poor—”
“But is there any place, any place at all to stand? Will you stand on our heads?”
By this time, Shamlo had insinuated Gomli and their bundle into the carriage even as he pleaded and
requested. Now the passengers had no alternative but to welcome the gatecrashers. They had to change their tone.
“Now that you have managed to get in, you better stay in the compartment. But, please close the door so that
no one else like you—” Somebody uttered the caustic remark:
“This is what we mean by backdoor business.” Another joined in:
“If you give just a little finger, they will want to grab your whole hand.”
At last there was a gentleman’s agreement between the passengers and the newcomers. And the Saurashtra
Mail left Dadar Station.
*
Gomli had not put down the heavy burden from her head. She was bearing it with the pitiful docility of the
bullock which suffers strangulation at every upward jolt of the cart as fresh items are loaded onto it.
At last an old woman took pity on her and suggested:
“Poor woman! Why don’t you put down that heavy weight. Your back will start aching and you will become
numb.” Other women in the compartment associated themselves with this charitable suggestion. One said:
“Oh yes, dear me! In any case we are all stuffed in here. After all, how long can one stand with a weight like
that on one’s head?” Another added:
“As it is, we are all shut in like goats. Your bundle won’t make much difference. Put it down. When you have
given a lot you can certainly give a little more. And the one whose lot it is to suffer won’t be troubled by a little
more suffering.” Finally, as if to justify this collective insistence, there came the last remark:
“She is a human being, after all.”
Everyone felt that the person, who had uttered this remark had made an extraordinary discovery. Now only
they realized that even Gomli with the weighty sack on her head was after all a human being.
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Gomli put her burden down saying, “Shh …” It was a sigh of deep relief.
The Saurashtra Mail rushed on, leaving behind station after station.
Just as India had progressed from Provincial Autonomy to the final step of complete Independence, Gomli was
finally granted the crowning benefit.
“Try to sit on your bundle. Otherwise your legs will give way!” Somebody came forward to support this
suggestion with:
“Life is the same, after all, in everyone of us!”
In no time at all the voices of freedom, equality and brotherhood were heard from four corners of the
compartment. Missing only was the spirit of the late Wendell Wilkie raising the cry of “One World.”\fn{ An allusion
to the title of a book published in 1943 by Wendell Lewis Willkie (1892-1944), American lawyer and politician, who unsuccessfully
opposed President Franklin D. Roosevelt in the election of 1940 when the latter decided to run for an unprecedented third term .} Shamlo,

touched by the sweet humanity of his fellow travelers, nudged his way to the middle of the carriage. Even Gomli
was at peace, now that she had contrived to sit on her bundle. These two who had been insulted like wandering
cattle a short while ago now felt that they were no longer members of the animal kingdom. Something called
humanity still lingered on in the world.
*
The train came to a halt at Palghar. From the very door through which Shamlo and Gomli had entered, a ticket
collector now came in, pencil in hand. The moment Shamlo noticed this sahib, a cold shiver ran down his spine.
He stealthily pushed himself a little further away. It was Gomli who first came under the ticket collector’s eyes
and heard him bark:
“Show your ticket!”
Gomli got up at once. Her eyes saw red and yellow spots dancing before them.
“Show your ticket!” The voice was now more authoritative and insistent.
“Sahib … ticket … sahib, we have not bought,” Gomli said truthfully. “Had we enough money to buy the
ticket, would we have left the big city or Bombay like this?”
Shamlo was receding further and further. The sahib pulled out his ticket-book from his pocket and said..
“If you have no ticket, then give me the money!”
“Sahib, how can we women give you the money? It is all the affair of men. You settle it with—”
“Where is your man?”
“There he is, standing like a dunce.” Gomli pointed out Shamlo, who was trying to conceal himself. The sahib
moved in his direction.
“I told you that we should never travel ticketless until my tongue got twisted. I told you we would be doomed
if this fellow came along to check our tickets. But you wouldn’t listen to me,” wailed Gomli. She added sadly,
“This serves you right. Now give your reply to this old chap.”
There was some laughter at this reference to the ticket-collector. Shamlo was moving away in quick leaps now.
The sahib, too, leaped after him and caught him by the arm.
“Now explain to this old chap”—Gomli was still pouring out her irritation upon her husband.
“Is that woman yours?” the sahib asked Shamlo.
“Which woman? Who?” Shamlo was resorting to trickery to escape the impending calamity.
“Is that woman yours or not?” There could be only a “Yes” or a “No” to a question like that. But Shamlo
revealed a meanness of which only a human being is capable in the entire world. He refused to acknowledge his
wife. He said:
“Oh, no, sahib. I don’t even know that woman.”
When Gomli heard those words, she could not believe her ears. Her irritation flared up into a fierce fire. She
burst out:
“Fie upon you, you coward! If I am not your woman, do you think I am your mother?”
The passengers in the compartment were confounded.
*
Shamlo was already baffled and confused. Gomli’s furious words only fanned his feelings. He blurted out:
“Off with you, I say! You are trying to impose yourself on me as my woman. Aren’t you ashamed?”
At these words, Gomli’s eyes changed color. Finding no words to express her fury, she abandoned speech
altogether. With a quick sweep, she darted forward and clouted both cheeks of the lanky Shamlo with her heavily
adorned hands.
“Fie upon you, you coward. Fie upon the woman that bore you! Though you are my husband, you say you
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don’t even know me! To hell with you, my husband. Bah!”
Shamlo was struck dumb.
The sahib now had all the evidence he needed. He kept on insisting:
“Out with the money!”
Money! Was it not clear that the root of Shamlo’s cowardice was. his inability to earn money? The repeated
demands were bringing this fact into sharper and sharper prominence. Finally, the lily-livered creature went to the
furthest limit and shouted:
“Get away, woman! Do you think you can acquire a husband as easily as all that? Just imagine!”
Though Shamlo hurled these words at Gomli, he could not withstand the boiling lava of her eyes. So he turned
towards the sahib and protested:
“Sahib, this woman is an unspeakable slut who thinks she can impose herself on me. Because she has no cash,
she wants to make me her husband.”
Before the sahib or anyone else in the compartment could make out what was happening, Gomli kicked
Shamlo with all the force of her muscular leg. Shamlo staggered and hit himself against the seat.
The sahib and the passengers were nonplussed. Shamlo still defended himself:
“Sahib, this cattish woman is telling you an outright lie!”
Now in place of rage, Gomli loosened the flow of her tears and raising the pallu of her sari cried out:
“Both of us may be liars. But surely this third life inside me, surely this cannot tell a lie!.” Thereupon she
moaned and burst out again:
“Cursed be you, my husband and cursed be my life.”
The ticket-collector quietly put back the pencil in his pocket and abandoned the idea of demanding money for
tickets not only from Shamlo and Gomli but likewise from the other passengers in the compartment. .And he had
no inclination to step into any other compartment that night. Gomli’s crumpled and humiliated womanhood
continued to trouble him.
*
Soon after daybreak, when the train trundled across the longish bridge over a river, he saw in the fragrant
morning air a male sarus crane tenderly passing food to the female from his beak. That sight alone brought peace
to the sahib’s mind.
31.41 It Depends Upon Your Point Of View\fn{by Tarini Prasad Koirala (1922-1974)} Uttar Pradesh?, India (M) 3
\fn{He was born in India, so Internet (Tarini Prasad Koirala (1922-1974) - UC Press E-Books Collection ...)}
Professor Niranjan got up later that day than he had ever done before. The red morning sun had already begun
to fade. As soon as he got up he felt tired. He had gone to bed very late the night before, and he had not had
enough sleep. His lassitude and weariness made him unwilling to leave his bed. How sour his mouth tasted, how
heavy his head!
As he got up he remembered the previous evening. Each and every second of it danced before his eyes. What a
terrible thing he had done. How low he had sunk through his sexual desire. His weakness had brought down his
soul—the soul he had held in check for a very long time.
What if someone found out?
This was his greatest fear. The honor and status he had preserved for so long would be completely wiped out.
He would never be able to show his face again. What would they say to him at the college? How could he ever
stand in front of his students? Because of one momentary, commonplace error, the professor, who had always
been highly respected by his students, would henceforth be considered base and immoral. The college girls held
him in particularly high esteem. They placed the greatest faith and trust in him because of his supposedly flawless
character.
But now?
If they found out about last night, would they still behave in the same way? Those young women who came in
groups to Professor Niranjan’s offices to ask him about things they didn’t understand—and sat reading for hours,
unworried and sure of their safety, in a corner of his lonely room—would they still believe in him when they
found out about this? Would they sit calm and trusting like that, reading alone in his office?
No, of course they would not. They would keep their distance and whisper among themselves. On the streets,
people would point at him and whisper to one another, “That’s the professor who … you know, with the daughter
of the shopkeeper who rents the house below his.”
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Oh, the professor was anxious! Even the morning sunlight scared him, so he hid his face under his quilt.
Such a terrible misdemeanor, caused by such a mundane mistake! If he had returned from his friend’s house
just one minute earlier or later last night, he would not have had to endure such burning remorse. The difference
of one minute had caused a terrible misdeed. Now the stain it left would not wash away, even in a lifetime. As he
left, his friend’s wife had tried to persuade him to stay for one more cup of coffee. If he had just agreed to that
trivial thing, he would have gone straight to his room—the encounter on his doorstep, the whole episode, none of
it would have taken place. Or if he had left ten minutes earlier, when he first stood up to go, such a terrible thing
would never have happened. Such a tiny random chance can destroy a lifetime’s happiness. He felt despair as he
thought this. Man depends on such slender chances for his joy and sorrow, his excitement, remorse, and regrets,
thought the professor, and he began to feel hatred for the world’s precision.
The more he tried to console himself by belittling the ways of the world to hide the sin he had himself
committed, the more his soul shrank down in size. He began to taunt and curse himself.
As he lay there in his agitation, he began to repent the mistake of the previous day. He imagined walking down
the street. Some of the people were grinning at him; others pointed at him from a distance and whispered. The
college boys would spread rumors about him; the girls would be afraid even to come near him. If this thing
assumed larger proportions, the news of his immoral act would spread throughout the city, and seeing a blow to
the college’s good reputation, the legislative committee would expell him from his post as professor, stating,
“The legislative committee of this college has expelled Professor Niranjan Kumar Sharma on charges of
immorality.”
What a disgrace! What infamy!
The professor could think of no solution. His desperation made him choke; he could not even weep. His
hopelessness made his brain go blank.
He was weak and exhausted with remorse. He could not even get out of his bed. What was the point, after all?
Whatever he did now, last night’s deed was done. Last night, he must have thought that all the world’s happiness
would be his, that his immoral act was going to bring him lifelong satisfaction. He cursed himself. They said he
was a great scholar. But such a stupid fool could not foresee the outcome. Great scholar, indeed! How highly the
education department had regarded this unintelligent man! They said that there was no one in the whole city, let
alone in the college, who could match his intellect. Was it a measure of his intellect that he could not foresee the
result of such an ordinary thing?
A flame of regret was trying to burst from his throat—that was the terrible state the professor was in.
“But couldn’t it be kept secret?”—the thought flashed into his mind like lightning amid black clouds of
despair.
After all, he thought, she is not the type to go around spreading rumors. She surely has a woman’s modesty,
and this is a matter of shame for her, too. Surely she would try to hide it as strenuously as he would! Other than
the two of them, no one knew anything about it. He himself was prepared to forget it, as if it had never happened.
His only fear was the girl. But after all, what could she gain from telling others about it?
What could she gain?
He was startled as it came to him that she could certainly benefit from it! Was it an ordinary matter for a
common shopkeeper’s daughter to make a respected professor her husband? If she realized her luck, she’d go
around telling the whole world. She’d tell the police, and they would take him to their office for questioning. He
would walk down the street between two policemen, hanging his head in shame. Oh, what a disgrace that would
be, what a shameful thing! People would turn around to watch, whispering to each other. Some of them might
even crack jokes, making sure he heard them. Nor would the earth break open or the sky tear asunder. The world
would watch the spectacle, and he …
Terrified, Professor Niranjan hid his face once more. He was engrossed in his emotional turmoil when
someone creaked the door open.
With a shout, he sat bolt upright. A multitude of fears came all at once into his timorous mind. The wretched
girl had informed the police, he thought; they were at the door all ready to seize him. What could he do? There
was not even time to drown himself. In just a moment now, the professor would be led out by the police to walk
out onto the crowded street, his head bent in shame …
But a servant came in with some tea. A gentle heavenly hand picked up the man who had been drowning in a
deep flooded river, gasping, screaming, and helpless, and set him on the river bank—his fears had been quite
groundless. If a domestic servant had no inkling of what had happened, what could outsiders know?
The professor decided that the shopkeeper’s daughter had not said anything to anyone. An involuntary feeling
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of sympathy for that fair-skinned, round-faced Newar girl entered his still drowsy mind. What did it matter if she
was poor and uneducated? Man’s humanity and tenderness, and the sensitivity that is in him, are a natural virtue
in all people. For that, wealth is unnecessary, and so are education, civilization, culture.
When the servant had gone, he sat silently drinking his tea and thinking all manner of things. Certainly, his
spirits were lighter, but various doubts began creeping back. No, she won’t have told anyone anything yet. But
then, she won’t have had a chance to, all through the night. When she left the professor’s room it was already one
in the morning. Her mother and father would have been asleep by then. Once she got up in the morning she would
think about whether anything could be gained from mentioning last night or whether it would cause disaster. If the
daughter of a man who can hardly provide two meals a day managed to get a professor for a husband, there’d be
no talk of disaster! She would be thinking that she could hardly imagine getting a better husband than him. If she
wanted to take advantage of what happened last night, and told of it, her life would fruit and flower. And so, the
professor decided, she would think about it for an hour or two, then tell her mother and father, and they would
make use of it like a long-sought opportunity.
Oppressed by all the world’s remorse and worry, he paced aimlessly up and down the room. He hung his head
as a great storm raged in his brain. He looked up into the mirror. His face seemed to have changed completely
overnight. His hair was rumpled and uncombed, his manner had lost its firmness, his eyes were sunken, his face
was white and drained—but, above all, his face was declaring his immoral crime. It was perfectly obvious that he
had done something base and that he was trying to hide it.
He was in such despair that life itself seemed an intolerable burden. The sin of a single night was going to
weigh down on him for the rest of his life. His whole body was weak with hopelessness. He wanted relief—
mental relief. If he sat quietly, his mind became still more restless; his brain tried to burst with uproar. He would
have to go to work to take his mind off all this.
He took a bath, and as the cold water touched his body he relaxed for a moment, but the water pouring down
on his head could not cleanse his brain. His mind did not cool down. He sluiced himself with gallons of water, as
if he was washing off filth. But the stain was deep inside him, hidden behind the mirror of his flesh and bones.
The more he tried, the cleaner the mirror became, but the stain stayed just the same.
Food was beyond him; he simply pretended to eat, then prepared to go to college. But did Niranjan, who had
done that evil thing last night, have the courage to go outside? He was at least secure here behind the walls of his
house. Could the guilty professor go out and walk down the open street in front of a thousand eyes? How could he
go to college? What if people already knew? After all, she was only a common shopkeeper’s daughter; she would
surely tell. Perhaps she had told already …
The professor made a great effort and left his house. His face was a sight to behold: cowed and fearful, ready
to step up to the gallows. Glancing apprehensively from side to side like a thief coming out of a house, he had
hardly stepped out of the gate when a youth on his way to college said,
“Hello, professor.”
Deep in his thoughts, the professor was startled, and he jumped as if someone had pulled out a knife. He did
not even look at the student, nor did he return his greeting. Had it been offered with any expectation of a response
from him? Should he make himself even more of a figure of fun by replying to a contemptuous, sarcastic greeting,
offered only to provoke him? With head bent low and eyes fixed straight ahead, he went only a few steps further
before peering at the shop below his home. His gaze fell upon the wicked girl who had plunged his life into
darkness. Then he heard her father’s voice calling him from somewhere:
“Hey, sir!”
The professor gasped, as if his heart was about to stop. He walked on, looking down at the ground. It seemed
to him that the ground was shifting and slipping away. When he heard the old trader’s challenge, he held his
breath and began to walk quickly, pretending not to have heard at all.
“Hey, sir!”
The trader came out of his shop. Now he would run after the professor, grab him by the arm and shout, “Where
do you think you’re going, sir, now that you’ve ravaged my daughter?”
Should the professor run, run away? Run away and disappear without trace? Should he run as fast as he could?
Pretending not to see or hear, he walked away so fast, with his head bent low, that from a distance he seemed to be
running.
Turning a corner a little way off, he heaved a long sigh, but he kept his head down, engrossed in his unclean
thoughts, and kept on walking.
“Hello, professor!”
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He heard the sweet voice of a young girl. The professor hesitated, then said, “Hello,” and hurried on with his
head down. Suddenly he felt angry and he fumed to himself, thinking, after all there is a limit even to mockery.
After all, is anyone as pure and sacred as a rock in the Ganga? After all, who has not done wrong once or twice in
his life? And there is a thing called forgiveness.
“Hello, professor!”
He didn’t even look to see who mocked him this time. As long as no one sees their sins, people remain as pure
as gods. What a ridiculous anomaly of the world! If man did not do wrong, would rocks and logs do it? After all,
what is life based upon? Is this population walking the street not the result of mistakes made by men and women?
Can one call them mistakes? Once one is married, one gets a licence for doing wrong. Is marriage not society’s
acceptance of prostitution? And is this humanity—to accept the wrongs of a society based on this dishonest
foundation and to allow oneself to flow along in its polluted stream? Is this manhood? Is this courage?
He suddenly felt heartened. He felt that he had done nothing wrong the night before. On the contrary, those
who considered him guilty were the ones who did wrong. Was it human to follow the path of mean, selfish people
who set out to do wrong? If this was bad, then why not oppose it? Why not try to make a separate path and lead
the world along that? Were his intellect, learning, and brilliance merely a worldly anomaly? Was manhood only
cowardice? Why should he fall when he had not been corrupted by the ways of the world?
He moved on more confidently.
“Hello, professor!” another girl greeted him.
He glanced at her—it was Relau, on her way to college with two exercise books.
The professor was irritated. Sternly he said,
“What do you want to say?”
Relau was speechless. She had never imagined hearing such harsh words from her beloved professor. She
stared at him, amazed and stunned.
“Go on, what do you have to say to me?” the professor said more forcefully. “Why don’t you say something?
Speak openly, won’t you! What are you afraid of? Go on, beat the drum and proclaim the news to everyone!”
Relau was struck dumb. She looked unblinkingly at the professor and automatically pulled her scarf onto her
shoulder.
“Please forgive me, professor!” she begged, in an innocent, tremulous voice.
The professor walked on angrily. What kind of civilized behavior was this that once one had made some
commonplace mistake one should discard all hope of forgiveness and strip oneself bare to reveal one’s
immorality? And then, what had the professor done wrong? Wasn’t the world’s very existence based on relations
between men and women? After all, what kept the world alive? The relationship between a man and a woman was
such a common and inevitable thing that wasn't it mankind's mistake to consider it an error? But as soon as one
puts on the clothes of the law …
“Hello professor!”
“Learn some manners, Keshar, learn some manners,” said the professor, gritting his teeth. “Just attending
lectures is not enough.”
Keshar was put out by this unexpected reply and he stared at the professor in amazement.
The professor said determinedly,
“However much you stare at me, you’ll find I’m still a human being!”
Unable to understand any of this, Keshar asked the professor for his forgiveness. He took leave of him without
further ado, thinking that scholarly, virtuous, dear Professor Niranjan sometimes behaved oddly because on
occasion his brain was unable to accommodate all the profound learning it was required to hold. Keshar
experienced a feeling of deep reverence for the professor, and gathering up all the love he felt for him he prayed
with great emotion,
“Lord, if you are there, make our professor well.”
Professor Niranjan’s anger was growing. His heart became harder and harder. He became so indomitable that
he felt no power could lay him low.
As soon as they saw him, the crowd of students at the college gates crowded round him, like they always did,
and said,
“Hello, professor.”
He did not stand there smiling as he usually did; his mood became even worse.
“Good morning, professor”—there was sweetness in the young girl’s voice and deep reverence, respect, and
love, too.
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Chewing on his anger, the stern professor said sarcastically,
“Good morning, lady!”
The girl was dumbfounded. When the bell rang and the professor entered, the whole class of one hundred and
fifty boys and girls was as silent as the funeral ground. They lacked the liveliness they usually had, and they all
stared disconsolately at the professor’s unnaturally severe face.
On the table lay a thick book entitled The Theories of Freud. He went to pick it up, then changed his mind.
Then he began to teach:
“The basis of all creation is life, and the foundation of life is the union of man and woman. This is the very
nucleus of life. The distorted view that we human beings take of this in our ignorance …
The students listened, stupefied, to Professor Niranjan’s lecture.
33.107 Moonlight Locked In The Woods\fn{by Achanta Sarada Devi (1922-1992)} Vijayawada, Krishna District,
Andhra Pradesh, India (F) 3
Tapati was the daughter of Kamaiya’s first wife. She had lost her mother when she was three years old. Tapati
could not remember her mother at all. As she grew older, she had longed for some image of her mother and tried
to visualize what she might have looked like. They lived such an old-fashioned life in the village that there was
not even a picture of her anywhere. Perhaps her mother had never had a photograph taken! Perhaps her mother
had always worn a blue sari. Poor thing! Perhaps that was the only sari she had possessed. Whenever Tapati
recalled her childhood, she heard a blue sari rustle as it moved, and then come close. That was the only fragment
of her mother that remained with her;
After his first wife’s death, Kamaiya found it impossible to look after the little girl and manage the household
all by himself. He married again. His second wife, Latangi, had no family except a brother, Sarabhaiya, who was a
sick man. When his sister married, he too had moved to Kamaiya’s house. Latangi managed the household quite
efficiently, and her brother helped her with the farm work.
Tapati did not grow to like or feel close to Latangi. Latangi was some new person, and Tapati had no idea why
she had come or when she would go. She watched her nervously from afar. Latangi was not inclined to draw the
child closer to her either. She gave the child odd jobs to do and kept her at a distance with her cold eyes. There
was no tenderness in Latangi’s makeup. As a child, she had struggled through by herself, with no one to turn to.
Though no one could be blamed for her situation, she had grown bitter and treated everyone harshly. The day she
stepped into Kamaiya’s house, she felt that the place was hers, that she was its mistress.
Tapati was barely nine when Latangi handed over all the household chores to her. Fat now, and covered with
jewels, Latangi settled down comfortably on the single cot. An idea struck her. If only Tapati were married to
Sarabhaiya, both of them would continue to live with her. Tapati could go on doing the housework. Her brother
would settle down, and besides, she would be rid of the burden of having a stepdaughter. She promptly conveyed
her idea to Kamaiya, who in any case never had the courage to go against anything that Latangi said. Since his
first wife’s death he was like a living corpse, in terror of Latangi.
The brief ceremony was almost like a make-believe doll’s wedding. Tapati herself hardly felt any change in her
life except for the yellow thread that now hung around her neck to symbolize her married state. Sarabhaiya looked
after her more gently than before, and also exercised his authority more obviously. That was all the difference. But
before the year had passed, Sarabhaiya’s illness worsened and he died within two days. Latangi moaned. It was all
Tapati’s ill luck, she concluded.
Tapati herself was not yet of an age to understand much. She had not grown fond of Sarabhaiya. But she had
not disliked him either. He had simply been like any other member of the household. Now he was gone, and she
did not understand why. Everyone around her cried, but she herself sat there and stared. By evening, when things
had quieted down, the thought suddenly struck her that she wouldn’t be able to comb her hair neatly any longer or
put the kumkum on her forehead, or wear flowers like her neighbors Vanaja and Lila did. Suddenly she was
overwhelmed with grief and wept bitterly, all alone.
After a while she fell asleep. The next morning she felt a little relaxed, and forgot the pain of the previous
night. Gradually she learned to move around with hair unkempt, and went through the motions of her housework
mechanically.
Kamaiya was heartbroken when he saw Tapati come of age. Overworked and tired though she always was—
and dressed in drab clothes—there was still something beautiful about her. Like the moonlight, she glowed with a
soft radiance. Kamaiya felt extremely guilty. The injustice that he had inflicted on his daughter rankled in his
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heart. After his wife had died, he had neglected the child in every sense, and had given in to Latangi like a slave.
He had not even objected to his own daughter’s marriage to his brother-in-law, who was known to be a sickly
man. Now he himself was old. What would her life be like after he was gone? What could he do for her now?
He spent many sleepless nights with these anxieties haunting him. He would not have any peace of mind until
she was married again, until he had found a mother-in-law who would care for her in every way. But it was impossible in his village. He could not show his face in public if he married off his widowed daughter again. In any
case, Latangi would allow no such thing to happen as long as she was alive. The truth was just beginning to dawn
upon him—that he and Tapati were really her slaves.
One day Kamaiya set off without telling anyone what he had in mind. He just said he had to fulfill a vow to
some god in Padamatapalli Village and that he had to take Tapati along. Before a surprised Latangi could even
question him, he had left, bag and baggage. She noticed him leaving the village in the darkness.
Kamaiya had known Sastrulu of Padamatapalli for quite some time, so he went directly to his house. He
explained why he had come. Sastrulu immediately took the whole burden upon himself. He told Kamaiya about a
possibility in the same village. The man, Anantam, was the son of a woman called Ramalakshmi.
Ramalakshmi’s house stood a little beyond the village. It was more like a small cattle shed on the side of the
road to the city. Bullock carts and human beings sometimes passed in front of it, but at night there was nobody
around. Behind the house was the wilderness of a thick forest. How far that forest extended and what lay beyond
it, Ramalakshmi did not know. She always kept the back door shut after dusk. Occasionally during the day she
would leave the door open and sit there staring into the forest.
Ramalakshmi’s only son had had little schooling. During the day he kept accounts in a shop in the village, and
after that he sat at the counter and played cards the whole night long at Ratnamma’s house. He even slept there.
Ratnamma did not have a good reputation, and the whole village gossiped about their relationship.
It was years since Anantam had lost his wife, and she had hardly ever lived with him. Her mother’s house was
in the next village, and since she was sickly and didn’t much like her husband or her family life, she had chosen to
live with her mother most of the time. They had had two children. When she died, Ramalakshmi had brought both
children home and reared them. Anantam was now forty, and both children were over twelve. Yet Ramalakshmi
wanted to see her son married again so that she would have a companion, someone to help her, someone to take
care of the house after her death. She had told Sastrulu about it. She did not mind who the girl was—it was
enough if she was a good person. And it was this proposal that Sastrulu put forth to Kamaiya.
Kamaiya took Tapati to Ramalakshmi’s house. Ramalakshmi was drawn by Tapati’s innocence and her beauty.
Kamaiya did not hide anything from Ramalakshmi—he told her that this would be the girl’s second wedding, that
she had been married before, but that must have seemed to her like a sort of doll’s wedding. Ramalakshmi also
did not try to hide anything, and talked about her son and their situation very frankly. She was not well off either.
Her son earned very little—barely enough for his card playing and his other pleasures. The family just managed.
Kamaiya listened to it all and was still willing. Where would he get a better proposal for a second marriage?
Ramalakshmi seemed to be a good woman, and he felt she would cherish Tapati and shelter her; she would wrap
the girl into her womb. After all, what happiness did the girl have in her mother’s home? Here she would soon
have two children and be the mistress of her own family.
They got the wedding over with quietly in Ramalakshmi’s house. Tapati had been running a high fever that day
—nearly a hundred and four—and found it difficult to sit up on the wedding dais even for an hour. Ramalakshmi
did not buy a new sari for her daughter-in-law—she did not have the money. Kamaiya asked his daughter whether
she would like him to buy her one.
“No,” she said.
She just sat there in her old sari, half-dazed, scarcely knowing what was happening. Then, barely able to keep
her eyes open any longer, she fell asleep without even eating. By evening she felt a little better. Kamaiya was
relieved and took leave of her, placing her hand in Ramalakshmi’s. He started home, feeling freed of a burden and
satisfied that he had fulfilled his responsibility.
The marriage did not affect Anantam’s life. He came home as usual to eat, as if to a hotel, and if he went out at
night, he would return early in the morning to sleep. Ramalakshmi had only two rooms. The first, the largest, was
where they cooked, ate, and sat. It had two doors, one of which opened onto the roadside and the other onto the
trees in the woods. A little stretch of open space served as the backyard, where they scrubbed the pans, washed the
clothes, and dried them. Sometimes other things were put out to sun there. At night the space was enveloped in
darkness and the back door was kept tightly shut, Next to the big room was a small one. It had one door and a tiny
window, and was stacked with trunks, bundles, and other things. A small folding cot, which stood in one corner,
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filled the room. The short time that Anantam was at home he spent lying on that cot.
Tapati’s fever dropped after a week. Then she simply took on all the work of the house without anyone’s
asking her to. Ramalakshmi was a supporting presence and the children grew close to Tapati. Anantam didn’t
disturb her in any way. During the short time he was at home, she was silent and kept her distance, and after he
left, when she was with the children and her mother-in-law, she was her usual self. She felt life was much better in
this house than it had been in her parental home. Ramalakshmi did not snap at her as Latangi used to, but spoke to
her affectionately, and what little she gave her to eat was given with love. Ramalakshmi stayed close to her, as a
mother would. Tapati had never known this kind of affection. The tendrils of her young heart curled around
Ramalakshmi.
Ramalakshmi chided her son:
“Even though this child of gold has come into our house, you have not mended your evil ways. She is so
innocent. Surely we will have to pay for this one day.”
But Anantam’s heart was deaf. It had hardened into stone and there was nothing that could soften it.
Ramalakshmi wept.
Once, when Anantam returned at night, she woke Tapati up. She combed the girl’s hair, wiped her face, put
vermilion on her forehead, and smilingly told her to go and sleep in the inside room. Tapati crept in timidly.
Anantam was sleeping there on the folding cot. He did not seem to have a care in the world. Tapati stood for a
while, watching him. Then she pushed some of the bundles aside and made space for herself to sleep. Soon she
got used to this routine. Ramalakshmi would wake Tapati up, she would go in, watch Anantam sleeping, and fall
asleep in a corner.
One day the pattern was suddenly disrupted. Tapati stumbled on a trunk and fell. There was a clatter, her hand
was scraped and bled. Anantam woke up. He was furious.
“Can’t even sleep in this bloody house,” he shouted, and flung a dirty pillow onto the floor.
Tapati was terrified. She crept back into the other room.
Ramalakshmi heard the scream and saw Tapati’s bleeding hand. She. felt as though she had done something
terrible. She wiped Tapati’s hand clean with a wet cloth and smeared some lime paste on it. Never again did she
wake Tapati up, or ask her to go in to her son.
Sometime later Govindaiya, one of the village elders, came to visit Ramalakshmi. Govindaiya was a rich man,
rich enough to lend money to everyone in the village. He had been away for six months on a pilgrimage with his
wife, who suffered from asthma. Each day she thought she was going to die, but was determined she would not do
so without setting her eyes on holy places like Kashi and Rameswaram.\fn{ Rameswaram is in Tamil Nadu State .} So
when she had insisted that they go on a pilgrimage, Govindaiya had no choice but to go. They were childless, and
Govindaiya was both very fond of his wife and terrified of her.
When they got back to the village, Govindaiya heard about Tapati. One day he went to take a look at her on the
pretext of visiting Ramalakshmi. Tapati’s face seemed to glow like a piece of the moon itself. An ugly glint crept
into his eyes.
In some people, the ugliness of the mind can clearly be seen on the face. Even an innocent person is frightened
by it. Govindaiya was talking to Ramalakshmi. He inquired about her welfare and joked with her familiarly, but
his gaze never shifted from Tapati, even for an instant. Tapati felt as if serpents and centipedes were crawling all
over her. She felt frightened. She rose and went into the next room and sat on the folding cot. After some time,
Govindaiya left. As he was going, he whispered something in Ramalakshmi’s ear. Tapati could barely hear what
he was saying. It sounded as though he was saying he would be back.
Tapati went to Ramalakshmi. Her face looked drained. Ramalakshmi knew exactly what Govindaiya meant by
his last words. A mixture of anger and sadness churned through her. She was disgusted by Govindaiya. Neither
old age nor pilgrimages had changed the man. To think that human nature can change was an illusion, but there
was nothing she could do. It was Govindaiya who had helped her when her husband had died. It was Govindaiya
who had paid for her son’s education. It was Govindaiya who had found him a job. It was Govindaiya who had
paid for the funeral expenses when she had lost her daughter-in-law. It was Govindaiya who had given her this
house at the edge of the village.
Outside the shadow of Govindaiya’s patronage there was no life for Ramalakshmi. She must swallow all her
hatred as she must swallow both her anger and her pride, and give in. Even so, when her eyes fell on Tapati’s
innocence, her heart thudded inside her. She grew restless. Somehow, she felt, she must save the child from this
danger.
At dinner Ramalakshmi begged her son to stay home that night at least. Anantam threw his plate down and left
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in a rage. Ramalakshmi was upset. If she had kept her mouth shut, he would have at least eaten properly, she
thought. As the night advanced, her fears increased. Tapati was sleeping peacefully. As Ramalakshmi looked at
her, a knife cut at her heart. She trembled. What could she do for the girl now? Slowly, she woke Tapati up.
“Are you afraid of the darkness?” she asked her.
“No,” said Tapati sleepily.
Ramalakshmi breathed again.
“Govindaiya said he would come. Stay out in the backyard until he leaves. I will call you in later,” she said
anxiously. Tapati did not understand anything. Govindaiya’s name somehow reminded her of the karanam\fn{A
note reads: A karanam is a village accountant and is always a Brahmin .} of her own village. When Tapati was a small girl
Latangi had sent her to his house on some errand. There was no one at home except the karanam. Eagerly he had
called out to her.
“Come, my child, come,” he had said, and suddenly embraced her.
Neither that tone nor the embrace were like ones used to caress a little girl. He had squeezed her. Tapati felt
disgusted and scared. She screamed and struggled to release herself from those iron-like hands, and ran all the
way home, her body scratched and bruised all over. She was puzzled. Why were these memories coming back
now?
Tapati started trembling. She got up immediately and went into the backyard. Ramalakshmi shut both the front
door and the back door, and waited fearfully, alone, the whole night. Both children were fast asleep.
That night Anantam did not return, and neither did Govindaiya come. His wife had been taken ill. She had had
another attack of asthma and would not let him move out. Ramalakshmi did not sleep that night either. She was
terrified that Govindaiya might arrive anytime, and was anxious about Tapati, alone in the dark. There was
nothing she could do; she couldn’t even call her in. She waited, agonized. As it became light she grew relieved,
and opening the back door, called out to Tapati.
Tapati did not reply.
Ramalakshmi was stunned. She stepped out and searched all round.
Tapati was nowhere to be found.
When day broke, she walked a little further and looked around. There, huddled under the trees, was Tapati,
sleeping. Ramalakshmi walked slowly up to her and tried to wake her. But Tapati did not stir. Neither did she utter
a word. Never again would she open her eyes or look at anyone. Ramalakshmi broke down and wept. Tapati had
gone silently, but she would remain in Ramalakshmi’s heart.
No one knows exactly what passed through Tapati’s mind as she walked alone into the forest that night when
fear gripped her heart.
62.45 Rain\fn{by Raavi Sastry aka Rachakonda Viswanatha Sastry (1922-1993)} Sirkakulam, Srikakulam District, Andhra
Pradesh, India (M) 3
Like a big bully, the rain kept on with its coercion. It was towards evening. Because of the overcast sky, it was
darker than usual. In the thatched tea-shack by the roadside, the gloom was more irksome. Addressing the city
gent who had arrived from Adivipalem and been trapped in his tea-shack, the old man observed:
“This rain won’t stop for three days.” He added that he would bet his ear on it.
Feeling uneasy, Purushottam, otherwise called “city gent,” sank on to the bench.
“You said you are going to the railway station?” The sky was split by lightning.
“Yes.”
“Too much! It is at least two cos!” It thundered as though lightning had struck.
“What?”
“I am saying it is at least two cos. I rushed my boy there for fetching coal. I am not lettered. But I am sure it is
two cos.” said the old one, making it sound like two thousand miles.
“Can’t I get a bus?” asked Purushottam in a feeble voice.
“You think the bus can come in this kind of rain? Are you out of your mind? Even in normal times, it does not
come. My boy went on foot.”
Purushottam grew rather worried. He had to go to Calcutta on urgent business. If he had to reach Calcutta
within three days, he must reach the railway station within the next two hours. Bus had been ruled out—he could
not even see a cart anywhere. The rain, on the other hand, was coming down like the deluge.
“I must go to Calcutta, but how!”
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“Which place?”
“Calcutta.”
“Oho, that is very far off. You have to go there?”
“Yes.”
“You cannot.” The old man had expressed himself with great certainty.
*
Purushottam sat dejected. Lightning kept flashing like naked swords. Thunder roared and kept roaring as
though it was determined to split the hills. In wild frenzy, the gale blew. The rain came down with a vengeance.
The shack had been taken over by the gloom, but the new trousers, the new shirt and the new shoes stood out. All
these Purushottam was wearing. Had anyone wanted to take a better look at him, he would have had to light a
lamp.
Was he handsome? Not many would agree that he was. But it must be conceded that he had a slender,
attractive waist. He might have been lion-waisted, but not lion-hearted. When he was fifteen, many wondered if
he was not twenty. If the opinion of the tea-shack old man were sought, he might have said, “Closer to forty.”
That Purushottam had been born only twenty-five years ago was not known to any other than those who knew
about his birth. Like a calf that failed to grow, he remained stunted.
His journey, before he got stuck in that tea shack, had started the day before. He had actually started for
Calcutta. But from somewhere arrived, like a dust-devil, his maternal uncle. This uncle specialized in giving
unsolicited advice to people; wouldn’t find it hard to set people to tasks. Now he descended on the young man and
confronted him:
“Do you know that you have to get married?” He hustled him:
“Hurry, hurry, move, go. Good girl, nubile girl, wealthy girl. The daughter of the munsif in Adivipalem is
waiting. After bride-viewing, you can proceed to Calcutta without any problem. Go, go, go and see her.” He fairly
chased his nephew into this.
After that, the young man, bag in hand, landed in a relative’s house in Adivipalem and putting on his new
clothes, he materialized in the evening before the would-be bride. She looked at him once and that one look
presented a formidable poser to him.
The muneeseeb lived in an old-fashioned tiled house. On a mat on the rear verandah, they presented the girl.
There she sat comfortably, at ease, cross-legged. Not far off, next to the sacred tulasi\fn{Basil.} plant, a white sari
was drying on a clothesline. In the yard, wet brass utensils, freshly scrubbed and washed, glinted. He could even
see a mango tree behind the house, dark and green. Next to it, right next to it, a coconut palm stood, tall and
straight and majestic, as though ready to make the ultimate sacrifice to protect the mango tree. In two minds,
whether to set or not, the sun in the sky hovered near the rear door. All of a sudden, he felt that someone had
thrown open all the doors and windows and spilled tons of vermilion all over the sky. At that, the tender shoots on
the mango tree and the fronds on the coconut palm rejoiced quietly. The white sari on the clothesline caught the
diffused light and splashed the whole place with the red. The brass utensils, already shiny, now assimilated a little
of copper and shimmered like gold. In its brickwork pot, the tulasi plant stood poised like a classical
danseuse.\fn{Ballet-dancer.}
In the lamplight, the would-be bride looked the very image of the goddess Devi. Her head slightly lowered,
eyelids lifted a little, she took a good deliberate look at Purushottam. Those eyes looked like two ponds filled to
the brim with fresh and pure water. Though bred and brought up in a remote hamlet, those eyes had grown to see
clearly the shining stars, the bright moon and the burning sun as well. And they could see far. The mother was
throwing all sorts of questions at her daughter and getting her to talk. The girl spoke softly, but those words
sounded lofty and solemn, like words spoken in a cave.
At the conclusion of the interview, as Purushottam rose to leave, she looked at him again with that same poise
from where she was sitting on the mat, raising her eyelids slightly, heavily. On the conclusion of that assessment,
she went in. Her look started an agitation in his breast, though he could not figure out why. .
Next day, after the midday meal in the relative’s house, he climbed into a double-bullock cart and headed
towards the road junction. It was one in the afternoon. Tinkling their neck bells, the bullocks surged forward. As
the cart went by the munsif’s house which was right on the way, for some reason the would-be bride came out into
the street, saw the cart and, instead of turning promptly back, kept standing there. Leaning one hand on the
doorframe, she stood there firmly and looked steadily at him. The cart moved on. She was left behind; but that
look of hers kept chasing him; putting it in other words, that look burrowed deep pits in him.
Sometime earlier, Purushottam had fallen ill and was hospitalized. He was terribly weak and emaciated. From
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behind the doctors examining him, a nurse stepped out and said, “Come with me,” and took him to a weighing
machine. As they moved, he noticed she was looking at him. She was of a tender age. The sick environment
around her had not yet turned her insensitive. Her eyes were quite small. The meaning of her look he did not
understand until he had weighed himself on the machine. Then he realized:
“That’s it, she had been trying to estimate my weight!” When he stepped down from the machine, she looked
at him with pity and gave him a cautioning smile and said:
“Nothing to worry. Rest assured. You will be normal in no time.”
He hadn’t known how to thank her and his eyes had brimmed. As he now sat in the cart, somehow
Purushottam remembered that sensitive nurse. Viewing the dark hills in the distance, the coconut groves this side,
next to them the green fields, overhead the silver spread of the clouds, he was lost in thoughts. Am I of the correct
weight? He asked himself. But he could not make sense of it. Like a wet faggot, his mind was taking time to
ignite. The cart moved steadily on. When the cart-man pulled the bullocks to a stop—“ahoy, hoy, hoy”—he started
and got down. At the same moment, somewhere the sky roared, reverberated. In the orchards, the breeze fluttered;
it whirled. Purushottam looked at the sky. The wind had swept the sky clean of the white clouds. From the other
side, dark clouds streamed out, like lava, like a tidal wave, on a rampage. Where the kutcha road joined the trunk
road, standing like a government officer by the roadside a tamarind stoutly defied the skies. Under the tamarind
tree stood the tea-shack, shaking like an old woman in the cold. In no time, the clouds had covered the heavens.
Like moisture on a child's slate exposed to the sun, the sunlight disappeared even as he watched, while the
shadows of the clouds raced across the fields. The cart-man threw obscenities at the wind and dust, turned the cart
around and jumped into his seat. Defying the dust and breeze the bullocks raced home.
*
As Purushottam rushed into the tea-shack opposite, rain descended in a spatter and bustle. The breeze grew
into a gale and the rain came down like a flood surging into a low-lying land, drenched the hut in no time and
moved forward with a roar. Purushottam had sat on the tea-shack bench for over an hour. The tumblers lay idly on
the table. What looked like a kettle had gone to sleep on the fire place; the fire below was dying out rapidly. The
whole tea-shack looked quite indolent. Appearing as though it was not his job to prepare tea, the old man sat on
his three-legged stool like an aged cat, sucked twice at his already dead cheroot, put it down on the table without
relighting it and said:
“Where are you from?” And that was his first question. He followed that up with a whole series, dropping
them steadily—like rainwater descending from thatch eaves, he dropped them on Purushottam. Dreading the consequences if he failed to respond, he answered each and every question. At the end of it all, the old man told him
with utmost certainty that he would not be able to reach his destination and then smiled to himself with
satisfaction.
The rain grew; the gale blew. Lightning tore open the heavens; thunder exploded. The hills stood defying the
onslaught. The trees were in revolt. The fire in the shack’s hearth was not getting enough air; on top of it, the roof
leaked, water dripped from the kettle into the embers below and evaporated. Suppressing his smile in his days-old
beard, the old man said:
“He went for the coal, the boy. Has not returned yet, where he is stuck, who knows?”
“Do you mean to say the bus won’t turn up today?”
“If you think of it, even the train won’t move today in this rain. Not to speak of the useless bus,” the old man
said, and he appeared quite pleased that the whole world had been paralyzed by the deluge.
The rain and wind sounded like so many snakes crawling down the thatched roof of the shack. Not even two
hours left for the arrival of the train at the nearest station.
“If only you had started earlier, you could have made it on foot. Now you cannot reach it. The whole world is
just one flood now.”
The old fellow appeared pleased too that he would not be able to make it even on foot.
In agony, Pumshottam kept sitting. The old man was vexed that the boy who had gone to fetch coal had not
returned yet. The hut was now soaked. It grew colder, the cold breeze grew wilder. The rain poured down.
“Why should it not rain? Rain has to come at its proper time.”
Now less than two hours for the arrival of the train. He was still the same two cos away from the station as
earlier. The bus must have been stranded somewhere. The sky was breaking up. Purushottam stood up.
“No human creature can step outside.”
Purushottam moved about restlessly, chafing at being forced to do nothing.
“Do you have matches?”
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“No.”
“I thought as much. The only way you can get a fire now is to make it out of water. And this fellow has not
returned. He is only a boy. The fellow is a daredevil though. He can defy the rain, why only the rain, he can bear
down a whole herd of elephants on the way.”
Purushottam’s thoughts were far away from the boy, his departure for coal, any confrontation with elephants.
To him the tea-shack appeared like one narrow prison cell. The steady descending rain looked like so many bars.
He was quite distraught, cursing his situation.
Go, go! someone had said and he had obeyed. He should have first gone to Calcutta, settled his matters there
and then come to view the girl. It had been that way, ever and always. That chit of a girl appeared to have assessed him correctly. Tcha, he had always been like this! You must come to Calcutta, they said; I shall, he said. Go
to Adivipalem, said the uncle; going he said. He had been like this since his childhood. If you don’t study well,
you will come to no good, so study well, they said; he agreed. Watch your conduct otherwise you will come to no
good, they said; he swore by the gods to behave himself. A friend mocked him: people who don’t know how to
enjoy life behave properly, he said; Purushottam concurred. This had been his style, his approach in every matter.
If you don’t know how to swim, don’t get into water, be careful!
“Of course, I won’t!” Don’t tread in the dark without a lamp in your hand, be cautious!
“Of course, I won’t!” Walk on the highways and not in lanes and by-lanes, take care!
“Of course.” Let others drop dead, but you don’t go to their succor!
“Of course, I won’t!” Inequity and injustice: why bother about it, mind your own business, otherwise you will
land yourself in serious trouble, so take care.
“True, why bother about these things; why court unnecessary trouble? I shall mind my business!”
Typhoid, pneumonia, or some other disease you will catch, so don’t go out in the rain, be careful!
“Of course I won’t go out in the rain, I shall remain here.”
Purushottam woke up with a start. Then how was he going to reach Calcutta? Not more than an hour and a half
was left. Undecided on a course of action, he was about to drop on the bench again when the old man shouted
with joy:
“Here he comes! That’s it, just like a hound! Come fast, run quickly!”
Purushottam bent low and peeped out. He could see the road straight and open before him. On either side stood
trees, soaring like soldiers, now agitated. The entire length of the road was one sheet of water, looked like a canal.
All alone on this road, like an unquenchable ember, like a smooth-sailing boat on the water, as though tearing
apart the trees to make his way, the bag flung on his shoulder, came surging down a boy.
Having cheered the boy, the old man turned and puffing his cheeks blew with all his might into the fire.
“I thought the fire had died out. No, there is still a spark left,” he said and began to blow more furiously than
ever.
The boy came up fast, cutting through the rain and with one bound burst into the shack.
“I made it, grandfather!” he shouted as he entered, easily slipped the bag from his shoulder and dropped it
quickly on the floor. The boy was not above twelve years of age—exactly like a hound. In no time he squeezed
the water out of his hair, squeezed his clothes dry and kept hopping around the shack with unbounded energy.
“If you had died somewhere in the rain, what would you have done, grandson?” the old man asked, opening
the coal bag. As he opened the bag, the hard coal glinted and shone.
“Rain! Don’t you know me, grandfather? This Pothuraju can knock off any rain,” said the boy, as though he
was the lord of all the three worlds,\fn{In Hinduism, the physical world, the world of the gods, and the world of our ancestors:H }
and moved off jauntily to blow into the fire.
Purushottam stood as though rooted in that shack. The sky flashed. The would-be bride who had haunted him
all along now stood right before him. That look she had given him, that smile, that half-smile that tender nurse
had given him; the mango tree just putting out new shoots, the soaring coconut palm; cold wind, torrential rain;
fire out of water, the flame in man—he now understood everything. It all made sense, clear and vivid, like a story
on the screen. He now understood everything. In contemplation of it all, he stood still.
Streams of rain appeared as though they were hanging still and immobile. The sky was, rather than clearing,
becoming more overcast. The cold wind raged as though driving an unstoppable all-crushing chariot. The flashes
of light were followed by lightning, destroying anything and everything around. The more the clouds gathered,
the darker it became in the tea shack.
The boy fanning the fire now looked inflamed like red hot iron.
The old man, now bustling around the shack, suddenly seemed to remember something, stopped short,
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narrowed his eyes, looked around and addressed his grandson.
“Look here, he was here until a moment ago. Where has the city gent disappeared?” expressing his surprise, as
though he half believed that the young fellow had been snatched away by the local deity, Ennemma.
“There!” said Pothuraju.
“Where?”
“Look, look over there”' said Pothuraju, pointing to the road.
“What!” exclaimed the old man in disbelief, bending low and peering out. “I thought he had settled down here
like a good-for-nothing. I thought he wouldn’t leave the shack until the rain stopped. Aha, he did it!”
In the semi-darkness of the road ahead, straight and firm, braving the cold wind fully and squarely, unmindful
of the downpour, penetrating the curtains around him, moved on Purushottam. Gazing at the sight, looking at him,
the old man nodded his head and said:
“Sabaas!”\fn{Well done.}
215.26 Excerpt from In The Shadow Of Kirinyaga\fn{by Sophia Mustafa (1922-2005)} Kashmir, Jammu & Kashmir
State, India (F) 12
“Thirteen! She’s thirteen and you want me to marry her?” Mussavir wondered if he’d heard his mother
correctly.
“I’m already twenty-two, Mama!”
“So what? You’re only nine years older than she,” Ayesha said, shrugging her shoulders. “Your father is twelve
years my senior. A full twelve years. I was five, your father seventeen, when our parents announced our
engagement.”
“For heaven’s sake, Mama! You were at least sixteen when Abu married you. And lest you forget, those were
Victorian days! You can’t be serious, Mama.”
Mussavir scowled, showing furrows on his broad forehead. Tall and well built in his gray flannel pants and
blue polo shirt, he had inherited his mother’s dark intelligent eyes, deep set in his handsome young face.
A naughty smile played in the corners of Ayesha’s fine lips. She seemed to enjoy seeing her first-born so
excited. It reminded her of his childhood. He would get worked up and object to all her demands, then turn around
and do exactly what she wanted.
Ayesha had sharp features and a pleasant smile. She was of medium height, with a slender figure. Not yet forty,
she was the mother of three grown-up sons and two teenage daughters.
“Traditions and customs have not changed, my son,” she said as she hurled her blue dupatta over her shoulder.
She was wearing a blue printed shalwar kamiz.
“Mama, this is the twentieth century. It’s 1935! Times are changing. Young men are beginning to marry girls of
their own choice even in India! Muslim boys name and choose the cousin they want to marry.”
“Have you any cousin in mind then?”
“Cousin in mind?” Mussavir glowered. “Certainly not. I told you long ago. I don’t want to marry a cousin.”
Turning his head, he looked out the window towards Mount Kenya, as if hoping to find a witness in the great
mountain. Though wisps of cloud shrouded its lower slopes, the mountain’s twin snowy peaks were clearly visible
that morning from the house in Nyeri, where Mussavir’s parents and two sisters lived.
“Then why do you feel so strongly about our choice?” Ayesha’s question made him turn and look at her again.
“Mama, I never said I’m against you choosing a girl for me,” Mussavir said, now in a calmer tone. “It’s a
privilege I’ve no intention of denying you. But I do have a right to refuse if there’s something I’m not happy
about, haven’t I?”
“True. But what are you unhappy about, son, when you’ve not even heard all about her or set eyes on her?”
“She’s far too young, Mama,” Mussavir said with irritation.
Ayesha was sitting opposite him at the long breakfast table. The poky room had pale green walls, with a fourinch black skirting from the cement floor.
“We’re not asking you to marry her tomorrow; We only want you to be engaged to her.”
Ayesha picked the brown enamel teapot with the padded red tea cozy and poured tea for him, then filled her
own cup. They had finished eating the parathas with fresh local honey that Ayesha had served for breakfast that
morning.
“I couldn’t marry her tomorrow even if I wanted to, Mama. I am off to a war front, as you jolly well know.”
“That’s not the only reason, son. Her mother won’t give her in marriage yet. She’s appearing for a Cambridge
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examination next year.”
“Appearing for a Cambridge examination?” Mussavir raised his eyebrows. “What Cambridge examination can
she appear for at thirteen? Unless she’s a churail.”
“She’s not a she-devil. She’s absolutely normal,” Ayesha added seriously.
“But Mama, why do you want to tie me to such a young girl? Don’t tell me older girls are in short supply here!
I’m sure this one still plays with dolls.”
“Not this thirteen-year-old. She’s grown-up. Mature. Wholesome and good. A girl who has had some
schooling. She’s clever, smart, well-mannered, and fully able to shoulder responsibility.”
“That still does not alter the fact she’s only thirteen years old. Look at our Hibba, Mama, she’s nearly fifteen.
Is she ready for marriage?” Hibba was the elder of Mussavir’s two sisters.
“Why do her parents want to marry her off so young? Why are they so fed up with her?”
“Fed up with her? Far from it. She has no father. He died when she was seven. He was a good friend of your
father. We both like her very much; in fact, we should be lucky if we can persuade her mother to agree to the
rishta.”
“Why don’t you reserve her for either Zahir or Ta Ha?” Mussavir said, goading his mother. Zahir and Ta Ha
were his two younger brothers, both studying in India.
“Zahir is already fixed. Inshallah,\fn{If God wills} he’ll marry my brother’s daughter after his studies.” Ayesha
paused.
“Ta Ha, alas, does not show promise. He may not even complete his studies,” she said, smoothing the white
tablecloth. “To get her we’ll have to offer our best and ablest son.”
She smiled as she looked at him. Her face warmed up with motherly pride.
“So I’ll have to be the sacrificial lamb?” he asked, pointing a finger at himself.
“Perhaps,” his mother said, tilting her head and smiling again, showing her gleaming white teeth, “you’ll make
…”
She left the thought unsaid. She realized she must not banter with him as she often did. Of all her children he
was the only one she could persuade to do what she liked. He was the most considerate and affectionate of her
five offspring.
“Yes Mama, go on. What will I make? A good martyr?”
“A good husband, Beta. I am absolutely sure of that.”
Mussavir looked up towards the white ceiling. There were black marks on it from the leaking roof, caused
during the long rains.
“Ya Allah, help me! What did I do to deserve this?”
“Destinies are made in heaven, my son. We think she’s the right girl for you,” his mother said slowly.
“I thought one makes one’s own destiny,” Mussavir murmured, then paused. “What’s she called, this
wonderful creation of God?”
“Shaira.”
“Shaira? Is that her real name?”
“Yes.”
“Shaira?” he asked again. “Meaning a poetess!”
“Yes, what’s so unusual about it?”
“I’m called Mussavir. What a pair we’d make: painter and poetess.”
“A good combination, son. Artist and poetess. ‘Mussavir’ doesn’t exactly mean a painter. It refers to anyone
who draws or fashions pictures, landscapes, and portraits from memory and sight.”
Putting out her hands she grasped her loose long hair, shampooed that morning, and braided it into a single
plait. Streaks of gray shone like fine silk thread against the massed blackness. Mussavir laughed.
“Parents when naming their offspring never give a thought to what the children will think of their names in
later life, do they? Alas, if only they stopped at that. No, they have to push further and even decide who their
children should marry.”
“I’m beginning to suspect you have some girl in mind, other than a cousin,” said Ayesha.
“No Mama, I’ve told you I haven’t. Allah kassam!” He raised his hand as if to affirm.
“Listen Mama, I’ve told you I’m only twenty-two and have been busy studying. I really had to slog and sweat
to get through. I had no time to think of marriage. I haven’t even had time to breathe, and Abu wants me to go to
this war in Abyssinia.\fn{The ancient name of Ethiopia} I am not cut out for the army, let alone being excited about
going to a war between the Italians and Ethiopians, who are not even my distant cousins! You know I’ve agreed
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because Abu committed me to it. Now, on top of all that, you both want me to tie myself to a thirteen-year-old girl
you are so enamored of. You want me to be engaged before I go. Suppose I get killed or maimed? Have you
thought of that? I don’t think it’s right to involve such a young girl in all that.”
“Mussavir, shut up. Don’t talk like that, son,” Ayesha reprimanded and her mood changed. “It can bring bad
luck. God forbid. Life and death are all in Allah’s hands. One can die before going to a war too. Inshallah, you’ll
come back in one piece, my son.” She added gently, “You’ll not be fighting. Only looking after the sick and
wounded. In a hospital.”
“But bombs can fall on hospitals, even on field hospitals and tents. Do you realize there will be bombs, Mama,
not only guns and swords? And it’s going to be a dirty war, I tell you. The Italian armies with tanks and guns,
lorries and airplanes are traveling through the Suez Canal as we speak. They are not carrying arms for an
exhibition, Mama. They are going to use them.”
“Let’s not talk about war. Please. There are other pleasant things to talk about,” Ayesha said, suddenly paling
with the realization that there was truth in what Mussavir had said.
“I suppose by pleasant you mean my marrying this thirteen-year-old Shaira?” Mussavir said.
He knew his mother was not happy about his going to war. She looked pained when he talked about it.
“Right. We feel the nikah\fn{The first part of the marriage ceremony, which involves the signing of the marriage contract }
should be performed. You can then go to Abyssinia, she to her studies. The rukhstana can take place when you
return.” Ayesha quickly added,
“She’s very attractive. Don’t reject her before you’ve even seen her, son.”
Mussavir was thoughtful for a moment or two. Then he asked,
“Will they allow me to see her? And talk to her? Being only thirteen, she can’t be wearing the veil.”
“She wears a burqa and is in purdah.”
“In purdah? Already, at thirteen?”
“She wore the veil at eleven.”
“Mama! That’s cruel, really cruel. Wearing a veil and observing purdah at eleven. Talk of marriage at thirteen.
Poor girl. I am beginning to have sympathy for her.”
“A good sign, son!” Ayesha smiled, a twinkle in her eyes.
“Really, Mama. How I wish you’d stop joking and teasing me.”
“I’m not joking or even teasing you, Beta, I’m serious. Think it over. Give me your reply when you’ve seen
her.”
“And how, if I may ask, will I see her?”
“She’s coming with her mother and sister for the holidays next week.”
“Here?”
“Yes. We’ve invited them all.”
“From Nairobi?” Ayesha nodded.
“You really are serious, Mama.”
“I told you so,” she said as she got up and collected the honey pot and the remaining parathas to put them
away in the kitchen.
“Mugro,” called Ayesha, “ondoa viombo,” and Mugro the houseman came in with an empty tray and started to
clear the table. A native of Kiambu, Mugro had worked with the family for many years. Short and plump, with
distended earlobes reaching almost to his shoulders, he wore a pair of Mussavir’s father’s old khaki trousers and a
cast-off green army sweater. Nyeri, almost in the shadow of Mount Kenya, could be cold.
*
Mussavir's father, Dr. Mohammed Bashir, one of two surgeons at the Nyeri District Hospital, was recruited by
the colonial government from India before the First World War and had come out with Ayesha to Kenya when it
was still called British East Africa, before it became a crown colony in 1920. Mussavir was born in Nairobi. Later
Dr. Bashir, like other doctors from India, lived in many small rural places. Their sons and daughters were all born
within the first ten years, in different towns in Kenya. The small townships had no schools. There were day
schools in Nairobi, as well as in the bigger towns, for Asian boys, but no boarding facilities. All schools ran
separately on a racial basis, according to government policy, with different education systems for each of the three
main races: European, Asian, and African.
Dr. Bashir taught his sons at home and later sent them to India at an early age to study there. Mussavir
qualified as a medical doctor in Delhi at just about the time that Mussolini’s armies invaded Abyssinia. He
returned to Kenya to join the medical department like his father. The Red Cross Society was recruiting volunteer
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doctors to help in Abyssinia and Dr. Bashir had put his son’s name down without consulting him. He persuaded
Mussavir to go, arguing that his son’s contributions would only enhance his prospects for a good job. Mussavir
had no alternative but to honour his father’s commitment. Waiting to hear from the authorities about his journey to
Abyssinia, he was staying in Nyeri with his parents and young sisters and studying the English papers and books
on Abyssinia which his father had collected from his European colleagues.
The house, a stone bungalow, stood in the complex of the Government District Hospital, on top of a hill
overlooking the valley and river. The house had a breathtaking view of Mount Kenya, which the Kikuyu, living in
its foothills, knew as Kirinyaga.
As Dr. Bashir started work early, Mussavir never saw him for breakfast except on Sundays. Sometimes he
visited the hospital and watched his father operating on patients, but he normally had his breakfast alone or with
his mother. Once the matter of his work was finalized, Mussavir knew the next item on his parents’ agenda for
him was his marriage. He was glad it was his mother and not his father who had broached the subject. He could
communicate better with Ayesha. He was not that free with his father, except when talking about medical matters
or current events in East Africa, India, and the world.
After sampling the paper, Mussavir rose from the breakfast table to fetch his cigarettes from his room. He had
to pass through the small living room, where his two sisters were busy at a side table, doing homework
assignments given by their father. An early riser, Dr. Bashir spent an hour with his daughters giving them
instructions for the day. Hibba was fourteen, Farida twelve. There were no schools for Asian girls in Nyeri. Dr.
Bashir coached them in English, arithmetic, elementary history, and geography in the evenings after supper,
according to a set timetable. Ayesha instructed them in Qur’an reading, Urdu, sewing, knitting, and household
chores.
Farida, who looked very much like Mussavir, with her fair skin, thin nose, and sharp sparkling liquid eyes, was
yawning and looking bored. Hibba was absorbed in her work. She was tall for her age and darker than Farida. She
had a longer nose like her mother’s.
Mussavir smiled. He understood his younger sister’s difficulty well, and he felt sorry for both his sisters. They
would not have long to study if their parents were thinking of marrying them off before they were even fifteen.
The poor girls would not have much of a childhood.
He walked slowly through the living room, which was not only small and inadequate but also totally
unimaginative like all government quarters—a cream-walled rectangular box with heavy wooden furniture, easy
chairs, and a long piece of brown and yellow linoleum spread from wall to wall, with a red Indian darri thrown
over it. His mother’s handiwork—embroidered cushions and white crocheted chair-backs plus numerous family
photos on the walls—made it look homely, even cozy, as far as the family was concerned.
Mussavir moved to the front verandah, the nicest place, with a view of the valley dotted with green juniper
bushes and pepper trees. The Nyeri River, flowing from Mount Kenya, was moving slowly to the plains below; at
that time of the year the water was sparkling and limpid, not muddy as in the rainy season.
The garden was bordered with a plum togo hedge with dark green leaves and blue flowers. Mussavir lit a
cigarette and threw the extinguished matchstick into the garden. He looked up at the mountain, then down on the
river. Then he skipped down the steps and walked across the lawn to the flowerbeds.
Pink balsams and deep red and yellow dahlias were all in full bloom. Mussavir’s eyes focused on the red and
yellow snapdragons in the other flowerbed. A huge jacaranda tree stood in all its glory showering the lawn and
paths with purple blue petals. Nandi flame trees dotted the drive to the hospital, a big white building with a green
galvanized roof. A few prisoners in white khaki shorts and smock, guarded by a police constable-in- arms, were
sweeping the leaves on the driveway as well as mowing the lawn by swinging the long and sharp iron fiakas over
the grass. Other prisoners swept the cut grass with hand brooms made of long bristles. They also helped tend the
gardens of the administrative officers and the doctors.
Out of all the places they had lived, Nyeri was the most picturesque and cool. Kirinyaga with its two silvery
snow-capped peaks gave it added glamour.
Mussavir thought about what his mother had told him and tried to picture the thirteen-year-old Shaira. He
found it hard to envisage a girl that young being mature, attractive, smart, and about to sit for an overseas
examination equivalent to matriculation. He had known all through his college days that eventually he’d marry a
girl chosen by his parents, according to custom and tradition, and he had no objection to that, knowing that his
parents would consult him. He was not a rebel but felt there was no hurry.
The age of the girl bothered him. Early child-bearing could ruin a woman; it was a pity how few of his people
realized that. However, there was one saving grace. He was going away for two years. If he came back alive, he
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could get the time extended by another year or so. In that event he would marry her when she would be at least
sixteen.
But then, he thought, he had not even met her yet. He might not like her at all, would perhaps have to reject her
outright.
He walked to the edge of the garden, halfway down the slope, which led to the river bank. A cluster of Kikuyu
women from the parish across the ridge were standing knee deep in the water and bashing their soaped clothes
using the round stones as slabs. Others were scrubbing their own muddy feet as well as their children’s. Mussavir
was reminded of women and young girls in India who, in colourful saris, washed clothes in the village ponds,
then drew water from the well and carried the earthen pitchers up the ridges to their homes. But the Kikuyu
women’s dresses, though colourful, were shapeless and made from coarse material. Their multi-coloured scarves
stood out. The young girls were plump, some even fat, not graceful like their rural Indian sisters.
Across the river and the ridge, a scattering of goats grazed with flowering shrubs in the background. The bells
tied around their necks jingled as they chewed. Totos in brown shukas, knotted on one shoulder, looked after the
goats. When the wind blew, their naked ebony bodies were revealed.
Mussavir turned back and walked up to the house on his way to town and the stores. Getting his jacket and
calling to his mother that he was going out, Mussavir left by the back door. He loved going to the small Nyeri
township. He made his way down the slope and, crossing the main highway, stepped onto the red road leading to
the town.
2
Sabra tiptoed into the bedroom she shared with her daughters, Shaira and Huma. A tall woman with a good
figure, she looked much older than her thirty-five years—somewhat haggard and her hair practically gray. She
picked up the small alarm clock from the bedside table and set it for predawn. She always got up before the clock
chimed but felt safer setting the alarm too. Pulling her gray shalwar kamiz from the peg behind the door, she
changed and got into bed with eight-year-old Huma. As she pulled the white quilt up to her shoulders, she gently
called, “Shaira, are you awake, Beti?” and lay back on her pillow:
“Yes, Ami,” replied Shaira from the other bed as she turned to face her mother.
Sabra had rearranged the bedroom since her husband’s death five years ago. The triple-mirrored dressing table
was placed between the twin beds in the main bedroom.
“I suppose the boys are all asleep now.”
“Yes, Ami. I can hear Majid snoring already.”
She chuckled lightly. Majid was the elder of her two cousins, on holiday from Mombasa.
“Good. I want to tell you a few things I might not have a chance to tell you later.”
“Yes, Ami.”
Shaira raised herself and pushed back her long black glossy hair. She had brushed it before going to bed.
“In Nyeri, apart from Dr. Bashir, his wife Ayesha, and the girls, there’ll be their son too.”
“Ta Ha? When did he come?”
“No, not Ta Ha, but his eldest brother, Mussavir.” Sabra paused, then added,
“You haven’t met him. He was studying to be a doctor in India.”
“Ah yes, Hibba showed me his photo once. But how do you know that, Ami? In her letter Hibba only asked
that I take back a few silk skeins for her. She didn’t say her brother was home.”
“His cousin Latif told me Mussavir came home about a month ago.” Then, before Shaira could respond, Sabra
said,
“Hibba has asked you to get some thread, did you say?”
“Yes, Ami.”
“She has left it to the last minute, I must say.”
“Yes, but I can get it tomorrow.”
“Would Labbo’s mother have some?”
“No, Ami. Labbo’s mother only stocks DMC cotton. I’ll have to go further to the city as Hibba wants silk
skeins. I’ll try and get them from Naqi Brothers on Government Road.”
Labbo was an old student of Sabra whose mother ran a small haberdashery store in one of her bedrooms where
she sold cotton and other fabrics to women who did not like going to the shops in the city.
“You’ll need some money, won’t you?”
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“I suppose so, Ami. It won’t be much though. About fifteen cents a skein and she wants ten skeins.”
“Well, take two shillings from my purse and get twelve skeins to be on the safe side,” Sabra said, as if relieved
the matter of the thread was finally decided.
“Thanks, Ami.” Shaira was about to bid her mother good night when she spoke again.
“About Nyeri, what I wanted to say was that it might be difficult for you to observe purdah from Mussavir in
the Bashir household. The house is small and will be quite crowded with so many of us. Nevertheless, I want you
to keep away from Mussavir as much as possible. Don’t talk freely with him. Cover your head with your dupatta
all the time. And wear your blue chador on your shoulders.”
“Why, Ami?” Shaira asked, surprised at her mother’s peculiar demand. “I mean … is he … is he a makora? Is
there something wrong with him?”
“No, for heaven’s sake. Nothing’s wrong with him, and he is not a bad-charactered boy, but he is a grown-up
man now, and you are supposed to observe purdah from him.”
“Oh, I see … but it’s hardly polite to be guests and want things our own way. Do you want me to remain
indoors and eat in the kitchen too?”
“No, for goodness sake, that won’t look right. I don’t want you to remain indoors or eat in the kitchen or sit by
yourself. Move about. Only try and have your back towards Mussavir if he’s there. Talk to him only when he
addresses you. Be reserved. And careful. Surely you know what I mean.”
“I am sorry, Ami, but I don’t know what you mean. Wouldn’t it be better for me to not to appear in front of him
at all? After all, I am in purdah. They’ll understand. To turn my back, to play hide and seek, to wear a shawl all
the time sounds funny.” Sabra stared hard at her daughter.
“The real problem is that you look much older than your thirteen years. I wish to God you’d not grown up so
quickly.”
Sabra sighed, as she always did when she commented on Shaira’s growing up, as if it were the world’s worst
crime, and only Shaira had ever committed it. Shaira was tall and slim with a rosy complexion and liquid eyes, a
fully developed bust, and a good figure. She could easily pass for sixteen or even more.
“Then leave me behind, Ami,” she stated in a voice that was louder than usual. “You’ll have no worries. I can’t
embarrass you if I’m not there.”
“I can’t do that. Both Bashir and Ayesha will be disappointed. They are expecting you, and I can’t manage the
children on my own.” Sabra paused, collecting herself.
“Sometimes you amaze me, Shaira. You are a good and obedient girl. I’ve brought you up well with due regard
to religion and culture. You have a good brain or you wouldn’t be two grades above your age group, but it’s a pity
you fail to understand or think out the simple things of life and growing up. I can’t spell out everything.” She
grimaced.
“Oh how I wish … anyway, we shall see how it goes. Just be a bit careful.” Before Shaira had even caught on
to what her mother was aiming at, Sabra changed the subject, asking,
“What else did Hibba say in her letter?”
“Hibba? … Yes, she said there’s going to be a marriage in Nyeri during our stay there. She suggested we take
suitable clothes for that too.” Shaira wondered if her mother also had other ideas about her wardrobe.
“What have you packed then?” asked Sabra.
“My pink suit,” Shaira said hesitatingly, “and Huma’s tariwalla orange.”
“That’s fine. Why didn’t you tell me earlier? I’d have got some jewelry out for both of you. Remind me when
we get up. What about the boys’ packing?”
“I got them to pack their clothes in the small tin suitcase. And Mwangi is going to lay out the vegetables and
fruit we are taking for our hosts in a wicker kikapu. He said we’ll have to keep it at our feet, the sun will spoil it if
we place it on the roof of the bus.”
“He’s right. I told him to pack our food for the journey in the picnic basket. Make sure he does not forget
drinking water,” Sabra said in a sleepy voice and yawned.
“Very well, Ami.”
Shaira was about to bid her mother good night when Sabra put out her arm and turned off the bedside lamp. A
fisi howled just then. It was a moonlit night and hyenas came out early on such nights. Because Sabra’s house was
the last in the row they often ended up there and stood howling at the moon. Sabra covered her head with the quilt
and pressed her ear against the pillow.
Shaira was aware of her mother’s disappointment at her growing up fast; she was also used to her outbursts.
Shaira tried not to annoy her. An intuitive sense made her realize that being a widow and having had to work hard
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as a teacher and rear her brood of children, Sabra was prone to irritation and abrupt demands. But at times Shaira
felt her mother asked too much. She could not defy her outright—that was not acceptable from respectable and
well-brought-up girls—but she couldn’t help feeling annoyed. She was looking forward to this holiday in the
beautiful countryside. Her mother was now going to make it difficult for her.
Shaira brooded and wondered why her mother was so particular about purdah in Nyeri from the son of such
good family friends when she never bothered about her observing purdah from Latif, Dr. Bashir’s nephew, and
other neighbors’ sons, all grown-up men too, when they visited her brothers. She was only thirteen and already
shouldering more responsibilities than other girls and doing things that even older girls in the community did not
do. She was made to wear the veil much earlier than the others.
She felt a pang of self-pity, but then tried to shake it off. If her mother had it in her head that she must observe
purdah or semi-purdah in Nyeri, from this Mussavir, then she’d have to obey. That was the custom, however
much she disliked it.
But there was one respite. Her mother’s moods changed often. It was possible once she was in Nyeri she would
forget all about it. Shaira pulled up her quilt when the hyena howled again. She could hear dogs barking and in the
distance the singing of the Africans who usually sat outside their huts roasting and eating sweet potatoes and corn
on the cob well into the night. Turning to her side she tried to sleep.
The next day they made all the purchases. By evening the packing was done too. They pulled the big trunk out
from under the bed—the family had brought it from India almost two decades ago and it was now used as a
bottom drawer for the girls. Sabra opened the huge padlock with an iron key and handed over gold bangles,
earrings, and necklaces to Shaira to pack along with the clothes. Sabra had stopped wearing ornaments after her
husband’s death. The girls used the smaller pieces for festive occasions; Sabra had deposited the heavier family
jewelry in the bank for the marriages of her offspring.
In the evening there was an air of excitement in Sabra’s household. Huma, Honey, and their two young
cousins, bathed and in their nightclothes, were ready for bed. Zaffer, Sabra’s eldest son, was away on safari.
Shahid, her eighteen-year-old, was working and would remain in the house on his own. The local butcher’s son,
Mohammed Rafik, had promised to give them all a lift in his van to the bus stop on Race Course Road in the city.
He went daily to collect slaughtered goats and sheep from the slaughterhouse early in the morning.
Sabra, as usual, got up before the alarm clock sounded. She woke Shaira, who, after dressing in her traveling
suit, started calling her siblings and cousins to get up. Though very excited about the journey the previous
evening, none of them was willing to get up so early. Shaira had to shake and pull the pillows from under their
heads. Huma, who was plump and chubby with a head of curly hair, rose first, grumbling and whining, and then
the others too rubbed their eyes and scrambled out of their beds.
What a commotion! The young ones rushed to the bathroom, screaming “Lete maji moto!” at Mwangi for more
hot water. Mwangi had heated the water in an empty kerosene tin on a three-stone jiko in the backyard and placed
two bucketsful in the small bathroom. The boys pulled the beaker from one another to fill the basin and all three
tried to grab the towel to wipe their faces. Amidst Shaira’s calls to hurry up because breakfast was ready, they
finally managed to sit at the table, though in their excitement about the journey and irritation at getting up early
they did not do justice to the breakfast as they normally would have.
Mwangi had packed the safari lunch and flasks of tea and drinking water in bottles. Sabra checked and
rechecked everything. She made sure everybody was wearing laced-up shoes and socks and had warm jerseys on.
Mohammed Rafik and his van arrived dead on time. As it was a closed van for carting slaughtered carcasses, it
had no windows. Huma absolutely refused to sit at the back with her brother and cousins.
“I won’t be able to look outside and I’ll suffocate when the back door is shut. I’m not a mbuzi or kondoo,” she
wailed.
“Well, then, you can foot it, dear daughter,” Sabra told her.
The boys all laughed and Mohammed Rafik said he would keep the door half open. Fresh air would come in
freely. The ride to town was not long, no one would suffocate, he assured them. The boys climbed in and settled
on the sisal mattress that Mohammed Rafik had spread on the floor, as the vehicle did not have seats.
“Huma, you can take my place in front with Ami. I’ll sit with the boys.”
Like a shot Huma jumped into the front of the van lest Shaira change her mind or her mother order her
otherwise. Shahid came out of the house to help Mwangi load the luggage and to see the family off.
“Ha, Mohammed Rafik, what funny goats and sheep you have today!” he teased, peeping into the van as he
helped his sister Shaira get in. At eighteen Shahid already had sideburns and a thick moustache, which gave him
such a serious look that Mwangi had nicknamed him kihoro, or the “serious one.”
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“Kwaheri, Mwangi! Mimi ta bring kikwa for you,” chirped Huma from the van.
“Asante Huma. Fika salama.” Mwangi wished her a safe journey.
“Bye, Manjala Bhai.” Huma waved to Shahid and the others too wished Mwangi and Shahid farewell.
Mohammed Rafik started the engine and the van set off, the children waving vigorously and Sabra giving lastminute instructions to Shahid and Mwangi.
3
Strolling along the main street of the Nyeri township, Mussavir found it, as always on a Saturday, bustling with
activity. European farmers dressed in casual clothes with wide-brimmed hats, wearing bushy moustaches and
sideburns, were buying liquor from Rattansey Store. Their wives and womenfolk, clothed in dresses and farm
trousers with loose pullovers, were busy doing their weekly shopping at the main Indian stores run by the
Rattansey, Somji, Bhimji, and Vellani families.
Outside the shops, transport lorries from Nairobi were off-loading goods. African men in bare feet, dressed in
shabby garments, almost bent under the weight on their backs, carried sacks of produce, ghee\fn{Clarified butter}
and kerosene oil tins, soft drinks, beer and liquor crates, and other items which the merchants had ordered from
the city and abroad. Some men lugged the loads on their backs, others dragged them over the damp grass, and still
others wheeled the crates on wheelbarrows to the storage rooms behind the shops.
Lorry drivers who had already off-loaded and refilled were having refreshments from a tea house opposite
Rattansey Store. Most of the transporters were Hindu Punjabis, Meman Muslims, or Sikhs. From there they often
drove to the godowns\fn{Home bars which sold beer and other alcoholic beverages } and warehouses to load the farm
produce for their return journey in the evening. The drivers who were still off-loading stood in groups talking in
loud voices and laughing with the shopkeepers, perhaps updating them on the latest gossip from Nairobi and the
Northern Frontier.
An Indian restaurant called The Cosy Tea Room, and nicknamed The Greasy Spoon, was run by a Hindu. It
was the meeting place of the Asian drivers and transporters, a grimy yellow room full of pictures of Indian Devtas
and Devis with many hands that stared down at the diners. The men sat on wooden chairs at bare tables to enjoy
the spicy Indian sweetmeats and snacks, bhajia, dhoklas, and farsan, which they washed down with steaming
spicy Indian tea boiled with milk and sugar. The proprietor, Purshotam Lal, wearing a white dhoti and shirt,
poured the tea into cups from a white enamel kettle. He wore a yellow and red mark on his forehead, sign of a
devout Hindu. The aroma of frying and spices was all pervasive.
Walking past the tea room, Mussavir called a greeting to the old Hindu proprietor, who replied with a wide
grin. Right across from this duka, the African drivers munched yellow buns and drank steaming trungi in a thatchroofed, shed-like, ramshackle structure called a hoteli. They ate the refreshments on a shabby wooden table while
seated on long wooden benches. The sufuria, full of trungi, simmered slowly for hours over a charcoal brazier
kept in the open. Some ate ugali and urio, maize flour cooked with beans. The African man who served them
poured the tea into mugs from a black kettle with a big spout. He wore shabby old clothes with an equally tattered
sweater to keep warm. Mussavir waved jambo to the men on the tables and they responded, “Asante, Bwana
Daktari,” smiling wide white smiles.
Mussavir had often heard from the shopkeepers who delivered the foodstuffs and beverages to the European
clubs and hotels that the Europeans, mostly white settlers and coffee and maize farmers, after shopping all drove
to the Nyeri Club or hotels exclusively for Europeans. There, it was rumoured, they would have their elevenses or
prelunch drinks in the verandahs of the white-walled, green-roofed buildings with beautiful gardens and an
excellent view of the mountain peaks on clear days. African waiters in clean white khanzus with red or green
sashes around the waist and green fezzes waited on them. It was common knowledge that farmers came to the
clubs and hotels to celebrate their successes or to drown their sorrows through excessive drinking.
Mussavir was friendly with the sons of Rattansey and Vellani, proprietors, respectively, of the provision and
fancy goods stores. He often stopped for a soft drink and a chat and loved to hear the current gossip after a walk
through the township. He liked the bustling and active Asian business community. He admired their industry and
hard work. The Asians had helped the British open up the country and some were third-generation East African.
Starting as hawkers, they had already advanced to proper shops doing import and export business. They all lived
behind the shops, with an Ismaili jamatkhana, a tiny Muslim mosque, two Hindu temples of different
denominations, and a Sikh gurdwara all nearby in the township, in a sort of watertight existence along ethnic
lines, strictly following the culture and norms of India.
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That morning Mussavir stopped at Vellani Store. He greeted the old man, and his friend Badru, the son, offered
him a chair. While Mussavir was chatting with the old man, Badru’s mother peeped out from the back door. A
short, fat, middle-aged woman, she wore a long loose dress of printed material with a blue pachedi on her
shoulders. In her nose she sported a glittering five-stone ring of the sort popularly worn by well-to-do Ismaili
women. Mussavir stood up and bowed, saying,
“Salaam, Masi Maan.” She gave him a broad smile and replied,
“Sahib Salamat, Bapa. Kern cho?” Mussavir told her he was well and brought greetings from his mother.
“Kern cho, Bhabi?” he said to Badru’s wife, Shirin, when he went in with Badru and greeted his sisters
Khursan and Doulat. The womenfolk were all sitting in the back verandah on low stools with trays in their laps,
cleaning rice and grains. Khursan, who was plump and fair and dressed in a green dress, was peeling potatoes.
Doulat, sitting on a wooden mbuzi, was scraping coconuts onto a round aluminum tray. The white and fluffy
shredded coconut was piled up in a heap. A Kikuyu man was grinding some wheat between a two-stone grinder
called a chakki by moving the handle of the upper stone with one hand and putting a fistful of whole wheat into
the space in the middle of it. Cracked wheat was falling off the sides of the chakki onto the reed mat under it.
Badru’s mother, sitting on the big rocking jhoola—a wooden seat hanging from the roof of the verandah—was
peeling garlic, and the place reeked with the smell. A lot of white sheets and linen and other clothes hung on the
wash line in the sun. The cement floor of the courtyard was swept clean but the smell of sewage wafted in from
the open drains. In the kitchen someone was cooking.
Mussavir and his hosts chatted for a while about his going to the war front, a subject Mussavir tried to avoid
discussing but which was topical and often surfaced. Badru’s wife said some of their relatives, business people in
Addis Ababa and Mogadishu, were sending their women and children to Kenya. There was a lot of unrest there
and it was not safe. Mussavir asked Badru’s wife about her parents, whom he knew and who lived in Thika. He
did not stay long. Taking a present of freshly cracked wheat from Badru’s mother, he departed.
At the entrance of the shop he bumped into Major Saddler, an English farmer from Naro Moro whose wife had
been Dr. Bashir’s patient for a while; Mussavir had accompanied his father on one of his visits there. Major
Saddler was a huge man with a big paunch. He wore a small goatee with a droopy moustache. He was in his
riding breeches and carried his whip in his hand.
“Good morning, Major,” Mussavir said and moved out to let him pass.
“Oh … morning, my boy. A very good morning to you. So you’re still here?” he glowered but in good humour.
“Yes, Major,” Mussavir added and quickly asked,
“How is Mrs. Saddler?”
“Pretty good, thank you. She hopes to start her clinic on the farm soon.”
“Good for her. Do give her my jambos, Major, and tell her I enjoyed reading the book she lent me about
Adawa. I have a better picture of Abyssinia now.”
“I shall, and good luck to you if I don’t see you again. I mean before you leave.”
He flashed a smile and gave Mussavir a heavy thump on the shoulder as if to say, “Well done.” Before going
into the shop, Major Saddler walked back to the edge of the verandah and looked towards the car park. He waved
his arm and shouted,
“You there … where the hell are you?”
He scowled at an African man who was lugging a crate of empty beer bottles and slowly waddling towards
him. Mussavir had crossed the road, but on hearing the major’s shout he stopped, as did many passersby and the
people having tea in the hoteli.
“You … pumbafu, idiot … you listen to me. When I ask you to kuja to Vellani Store you bloody well kuj.
Don’t start chattering with your friends like a nugu. Come on, chop-chop. We don’t have the whole day.”
Some of the trungi drinkers started laughing loudly, while the passersby who had stopped spat on the ground
and walked away. Mussavir started to walk up the slope, surprised at Major Saddler. He was friendly and kind one
minute and the next he could flare up at his poor native farm worker, who was lugging a heavy load but could not
help stopping to exchange a greeting with a fellow native.
What the major had said to the worker was laughable. He had not learnt Swahili properly, not even the settler
version in which expressions like “please” and “thank you” didn’t exist. He had pruned kuja, a crude version of
“come,” into the meaningless kuj. Many settlers were like that. They bellowed orders in their own version of
Swahili cum Kikuyu and expected the workers to understand and respond. They could be such bullies.
But this seemed the order of the day. Even the Indian shopkeepers were like that. They called the natives kallio
and gollio, meaning “blacko” and “slave.” They behaved as if it were their divine right to bully the weak. The
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natives quite rightly either laughed at their stupidity or ignored it.
Mussavir had once witnessed the same major bring a worker injured at his farm to hospital, practically
carrying him in his arms and very concerned about the man. He was very sympathetic towards the Abyssinians
and detested the Italians for invading Ethiopia. He told Mussavir that had he been a younger man he would have
offered to go and fight the Fascists.
*
What his mother had told him was on Mussavir’s mind. He found his father already home for lunch, a bit
earlier than usual. His sisters had finished their homework too. He stopped near the kitchen door. Ayesha, sitting
on a low stool, was baking chapattis on a black iron griddle for lunch. Mugro, busy washing the family’s clothes
under the outside water tap in a small tin tub, was whistling. Tall, thin, and full bearded with a broad forehead, Dr.
Bashir always removed his black jacket and trousers immediately on coming home. Under his trousers he wore a
pair of white calico pajamas tucked in his knee-length gray socks, kept in place with rubber garters, giving the
pajamas a breeches-like look over his black slippers. He rolled up his long sleeves to perform his wudu\fn{The
washing ablutions required for all Muslims before prayer:H } from an iron samovar kept in the back verandah not far from
the kitchen.
He was a neat, clean, fair-complexioned man. A good practicing Muslim, he kept all his fasts and performed
his prayers five times a day, and gave to all the required charities, which resulted in his being tight-fisted at home.
Apart from spending on his sons’ education in India, he had saved enough to buy a house in India for his
retirement. He did not smoke or take liquor, unlike many of the men his age in East Africa.
Mussavir was of a different generation. He was not a bad Muslim but could not adhere strictly to all the tenets
of the faith. He had started smoking when in college and had also ventured to taste alcoholic drinks, absolutely
forbidden by Islam. Not only had he tasted them, he still indulged in an occasional bottle of beer when he had the
chance. All, of course, on the quiet. He did not regularly say all the daily prayers, but if near a mosque he would
make it a point to attend the obligatory Friday prayers with the congregation. Often he made fun of a lot of
religious teachings and disliked fanatical religious people, their hypocrisy and dogma, but made this known only
to his mother and sisters or good friends.
Ayesha seemed less serious than Mohammed Bashir. She had a good sense of humor and could laugh at herself
and things in general. She seemed to enjoy her son’s jokes and often said how proud she felt because he had
inherited that trait from her side of the family.
Mussavir greeted his father and asked if there was any mail for him. There was none. Dr. Bashir said he had
received a letter from Ta Ha, his youngest son.
“He has absconded from college again and is staying with your mother’s cousin in Hoshiarpur; he wants to
come back.”
“Really, Abu? That’s bad. Leaving his studies halfway. I had thought he had settled.”
Ta’Ha had only a year and a half to go before qualifying for his BA. He was not studious and had run away
from college once before.
“Abu, you should put your foot down and make him at least finish his BA,” Mussavir advised.
“It’s no use forcing him back. He’ll not pass. I am sure of it now,” Dr. Bashir stated calmly. “It’s best to get
him out and put him on a job in Kenya. He can work as a clerk in the bank or railways.”
They ate their lunch in silence. Then Dr. Bashir got up to perform his afternoon prayers before going back to
work. Mussavir and his sisters went to the front verandah where later their mother joined them.
“It’s a great pity Ta Ha does not want to finish his studies,” said Ayesha. “He could have got a good job in the
secondary boys’ school here after his BT degree.”
“Abu should make him do it. Threaten him he’ll remain a junior clerk all his life. Abu is lenient with him. Not
at all firm as he was with Zahir and me.”
“Your father is a practical man, son. He feels he cannot waste any more money on him. When we next go on
leave, Hibba has to be married. That will consume quite a bit of our savings. Zahir still has two years to finish his
master’s. Pity Ta Ha never settled in college after his FA. When forced back, he promised he would stay on till the
end. He is bound to regret it later.”
Ayesha sighed and looked at the mountain. Mussavir had an idea why his youngest brother did that, but could
not reveal it to his mother. She would not understand how rough it could be in the hostels and men’s institutions.
Ta Ha, a handsome lad, fair and gentle, sensitive and weak, became an easy prey for older tougher boys. All
young boys went through that stage in a male institution. If tough, you could make it. Sometimes if you attached
yourself to one boy, he would protect you from the others. Aloud he said,
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“Maybe Abu is right. He might settle down here if he can get his teeth into something that interests him, and
being nearer home might help.”
“I think he should get married,” Ayesha said, still looking towards the mountain.
“Get married? Mama, you want him to get married before he has even trained or got a job? For goodness sake,
he’s only eighteen. You’re in a mighty hurry about marriage for everybody, aren’t you?”
“It’s the best way to settle down and become responsible,” Ayesha replied calmly.
“Mama, I’m sorry, but you are living very much behind the times.” Mussavir gave a small chuckle and added,
“Have you got another thirteen-year-old girl tucked up somewhere for him too, or are you going to marry him
to this Shaira?”
“No, and Shaira is for you. Ta Ha will need an older girl, more his age, or even a year or two older.” Ayesha
was serious.
“Older girl! Why?” Mussavir felt his mother was full of surprises.
“He needs some mothering still.”
“Mama, I really can’t understand your logic and reasoning. Mothering! Older girl.” He laughed again and
asked,
“Why do you think he runs away?”
“To seek the company of older women.”
Mussavir was taken aback by his mother’s frankness, but touched; she was speaking with great concern, in
sadness and not in anger, and was not joking either.
“You don’t think he is running away from older boys and even men?” he almost whispered.
“That could be true too, my son. Morals are at their lowest ebb these days and these things happen. It’s better,
therefore, that Ta Ha get married.”
“Will he remain in India until then?”
“No, your father wants him to come out straightaway and work here. I shall bring a girl out for him later.”
“And you think he’ll agree to that?” Mussavir sat up and clasped his hands in front of him, his eyes glued to
his mother’s face.
“Why will he not agree?” Ayesha was sharp. “He’ll have to agree. He can’t let us down in every way.” Hibba
came in with her embroidery basket and sat opposite her mother on another cane chair.
“Mama,” she said, “I have decided to embroider with another shade.”
“Why another shade?” questioned Ayesha irritably before Hibba had even finished explaining. “You have
written to Shaira to bring some, haven’t you?”
“Yes, but I am not sure if my letter will reach her before they leave,” she said and put down her work, waiting
for her mother’s decision.
“No, don’t use another color. When Shaira comes, try and learn from her how to do the Kashmiri stitch, it
takes far less thread than the satin stitch you are doing.”
“But one doesn’t mix the two stitches, Mama,” Hibba said, raising her eyebrows.
“They can be toned in, Beti. The bigger leaves can be worked in the Kashmiri stitch and the smaller ones in the
satin stitch. It does look nice. I saw the tablecloth Shaira embroidered last time.”
Mussavir, sitting quietly, his hands now behind his head, was amused how his mother scored another point in
favour of Shaira. But he also noticed that Hibba was not too impressed.
“I’ll leave the green out altogether for the time being and do the rest,” she said, resigned. Farida came in with
her jigsaw puzzle box in hand and asked,
“When are the guests from Nairobi coming, Mama?”
“Next week,” replied her mother.
“Is Shaira Baji coming too?”
“But of course.”
“Jolly good,” said Farida happily as she spread the jigsaw pieces on the small table on the verandah.
“Why are you so happy about the guests coming from Nairobi, Farida?” Mussavir asked.
“I like Shaira, Baji. She reads interesting stories from her English books to us. When she combs my hair she
does not pull and it does not pain.” She cast a glance at Hibba and smiled timidly.
“Go and live with her then,” said Hibba, who looked up from her work, glared at her sister, then made a face at
her.
Farida made no reply, went on looking at her jigsaw pieces. Ayesha got up to go inside and said,
“No need to be so sharp, Hibba. You seem to be on edge today. I am going in for my prayers. Farida, can you
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come in for a while? I want you to do something for me.”
“What are you embroidering, Hibba?” Mussavir asked.
“A bedsheet.”
“It looks like silk to me.”
“Yes. It’s Fuji silk.”
“You like embroidery?”
“It’s all right, Bhaijan,” Hibba said, shrugging her shoulders. “And this friend of yours, Shaira, why don’t you
like her?”
“I didn’t say I didn’t like her. She was my friend before even Farida knew her.”
“And she is not your friend now?”
“Of course she is. I like her but …”
Hibba stopped and, sticking the needle into the piece in the round frame, scratched her head. Her hair, parted in
the middle, was plaited in a single braid down her back. She wore a pink cotton shalwar kamiz with black borders
on the kamiz.
“But what, Hibba?” Mussavir was curious.
“Well, Abu and Mama praise Shaira so much. I know she is clever and all that, even younger than me. She
goes to an English-medium school and I have not even been to an Indian school or any school, Bhaijan. I can’t be
like her.” Hibba pouted and went back to the embroidery
“Has Mama told you she wants you to be like Shaira?”
“No, she hasn’t, but in her heart I know she wants me to be like her. She likes her very much. Even Abu talks
to her more than he does to all of us.” Hibba looked up.
“But, Hibba, that doesn’t mean they don’t like us. Both Abu and Mama love us. Look how they have spent
years in small places all by themselves, often with no friends, working hard for us.” Mussavir paused and added,
“I don’t think Mama wants you to be like Shaira. She likes Shaira maybe for other reasons.”
“What other reasons, Bhaijan?” Hibba’s eyes widened.
Mussavir glanced around. No one else was about.
“Can you keep a secret, Hibba?” Hibba nodded.
“Mamma and Abu want me to be engaged to Shaira.”
“Really, Bhaijan?” Her eyes lit up. She left her work and leaned forward.
“Are you going to? I hope you will. She’s really nice, very pretty and fair. If she becomes our sister-in-law that
would be super.” Mussavir was astonished at the quick about-turn.
“But Mama says she is only thirteen, even younger than you.”
“Yes, but she looks much older, Bhaijan. She is grown up. But she wants to study. Are you sure you’ll be able
to marry her?”
“I haven’t decided. I have not seen or met her.”
“Ah yes, you’ve come after such a long time. She must have been small when you last came to Kenya.”
“Who looks after them? I hear she has no father.”
“She has two older brothers. They work in Nairobi. Her mother is a teacher.”
“Where do her brothers work?”
“The eldest, Zaffer Bhai, works for a car firm as a salesman, and the younger, Shahid, works with R. O.
Hamilton, also in Nairobi.”
“How old are they?”
“Zaffer Bhai must be your age and Shahid could be as old as Sinjla Bhai.” She meant her third brother, Ta Ha.
“Any sisters?”
“One. The youngest in the family. Her name is Humaira but she is called Huma. Their youngest brother,
Hannan, is called Honey. He’s older than Huma.”
“What a collection of classical names.” Mussavir smiled and asked,
“How old are Huma and Honey?”
“Huma is eight, Honey must be ten.”
“You seem to know them all.”
“We’ve stayed with them so many times. I don’t like Shahid Bhai though. He’s sour and always grumbling, not
very friendly. Zaffer Bhai is nice and can be jolly and tell jokes and funny stories.”
“What’s their mother like?”
“Khala Sabra? She’s all right. I like her. Everyone says she was very good looking once.”
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“What’s wrong with her now?” Mussavir said, laughing, “she can’t be too old.”
“She’s younger than Mama but very gray, thin and old-looking. But, Bhaijan, you are soon going to this war,
when will you get married?” Hibba looked worried.
“Certainly not before I go. Maybe after I come back.”
“I wish you weren’t going. I get so worried. I really do.” Hibba furrowed her forehead
“I don’t know why Abu wants you to go. Aren’t you afraid, Bhaijan?” she asked. Before Mussavir could reply,
she added,
“Maybe because you are a man, you are not scared.”
“What makes you think men are not frightened, Hibba?” Mussavir said, smiling affectionately.
“Are you also frightened then?”
“Sometimes.”
“And you still want to go?”
“It’ll be an experience, Hibba.”
“I can’t understand why the Italians want to come all the way to Africa to fight the poor Abyssinians.”
“They are angry with the Abyssinians.”
“Why?”
“A long time ago in the last century they suffered a humiliating defeat when fighting with the Abyssinians. The
Italians have not forgotten what it was like to be the first European power to be defeated by a black country. They
also want an empire.” Mussavir shrugged his shoulders.
“But they have colonies in the Italian Somaliland, haven’t they?”
“They want more. Abyssinia has rich and unexplored minerals. They want to explore them and enrich
themselves and also give jobs to their own countrymen by using the cheap labor of the natives, as the British do
here by growing cash crops for Europe and the world.”
“But that would help the natives too, I suppose.” Hibba shrugged her shoulders. It was all complicated and
difficult to fathom, so she said,
“I hope Abu is right. He told Mama the British subjects would be well protected. She was dead set against you
going there.”
“The British themselves need protection. Major Saddler told me they have got a Sikh regiment from India to
guard their legion.” Hibba was thoughtful for a moment, then said,
“I’ll say special prayers for your safe return.” And she smiled widely.
“Thank you, Hibba. And another thing, I hope you’ll keep what I have told you to yourself. Don’t tell Mama I
talked to you and certainly not your friend who is coming next week.”
“No, Bhaijan, I promise I won’t tell anyone. But what if Shaira knows already?”
“How would she know? Mama and Abu have not asked for her hand yet. They want to know what I think of
her first and whether I like her. I shall decide after I meet her.”
“But supposing she does purdah from you? She wears a burqa.”
“Mama told me that. She might not wear it while she is here. It’s difficult to observe purdah in a small house.
Mama is certainly expecting me to see her.”
“I’ve promised not to say anything to Shaira, but I’d have loved to tell Shaira something she doesn’t know. She
always knows everything.”
Hibba smiled, more in amusement now. She seemed cheerful too.
Mussavir smiled too and decided to warn his mother not to compare Hibba too much with Shaira. His sister
was very sensitive and could develop an inferiority complex. …
86.131 Tune\fn{by Maharaj Kumari Binodini Devi (1922-2011)} Imphal, Manipur State, India (F) 4
Nine or ten o’clock in the morning.
“Haven’t you had your bath yet, Abok Ibemma?”\fn{ How a high caste mother-in-law of the royal lineage is addressed by
her daughter-in-law and grandchildren. The author of this story is a daughter of the last Raja of Manipur, whose administration was
apparently abolished by the British in 1917 after an internal tribal uprising in the southern portion of his kingdom .} asked the woman

of forty-four or forty-five who rushed in from the gate. Her face had deep lines of the struggles of life writ large
on it. Traces of blackhead further dimmed the tired face. On the verandah sat an old woman of about seventy-five.
She was the woman addressed as Abok Ibemma by the younger woman.
It is the neat and tidy verandah of a well-to-do house. The house has a special attraction as if being accosted
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from the gate by a sylvan goddess. The magic of course, is of the woman sitting on the verandah on which
everyone gathers. Hearing the voice, she looked up at her senior daughter-in-law. The face still has traces of once
being very beautiful. Not that gray hair was not there, but considered in the light of her age the few strands were
negligible. No dark spot marred her snow white complexion. Judging from all this, it is evident that she has
looked after herself with great care. It appears that the senior daughter-in-law has returned from an early morning
engagement.
Curiosity about this woman fills the mind. She is Chongtham Ningol Tampha Ibemma, once famous
throughout Manipur, capturing hearts with the sweetness of her voice. People say that her song at once had the
warmth of a child’s cradle, and produced excitement. It is also said that in the early hours of morning—when the
moon hides behind clusters of bamboo—if she happened to hum a tune in her verandah, it appeared as if the very
wind stopped to listen to her.
Tampha Ibemma, the daughter of a princess of the Nara Singh lineage, was gifted by Providence not only with
a sweet voice, but also a beautiful appearance. Tampha Ibemma was beautiful. People liked her voice, and
admired her beauty. Talent and affection are the chief treasures of an artist but she did not want either.
From her childhood days, she had taken part without fail in the Sansenba\fn{A musical opera depicting the exploits of
Krishna as a cowherd.} and Rasa\fn{A dance depicting the dance of Radha and Krishna .} dances performed at the palace. Not
being satisfied with that, her mother sponsored many Rasas and Gour Lilas\fn{A musical opera based on the life of
Chaitanya Mahaprabhu.} at her house to enable her daughter to participate in them. Once she came of age, her voice
became known. She became the target of many rich and high caste families who wanted to make her a daughterin-law, but her wise mother proposed to her father that she should be married only to a family which had no
prejudice against their daughter’s interest in music.
Her gentle father recapitulated an incident when Tampha Ibemroa was seriously ill, barely three years old. She
came round but was too weak to walk. Most of the time she, was carried by her nurse. One day, in a neighboring
house a Basaka\fn{A musical performance at night singing the theme of the love of Krishna and Radha .} musical performance
was held. The nurse who was carrying Tampha Ibemma on her back listened to the music standing on the corridor.
As soon as the music started Tampha Ibemma became quite lively, made the nurse take her to the place of the
performance, nudging her all the time. She did not allow her to return till the end. After this she recovered from
her illness. Her father remembered that when she was made the main singer, with beautifully blooming lotuses as
attendant palas,\fn{A pala is a member of a musical performance.} she looked pretty grown up.
Tampha Ibemma was married into a family which agreed to her musical pursuits by common consent. Tampha
Ibemma! The name of Tampha Ibemma spread throughout Manipur. Everywhere Tampha became known in the
role of mother, as Sutradhari\fn{A woman who sings the lead songs in a performance .} in Rasas, Jalakeli\fn{A musical
performance in summer days where Krishna’s frolic in water is described .} and all that. Surprisingly, she paid regular attention
to her household chores, her duties to her husband. When she was free from all these music was her pastime.
The sun having set, darkness hastened to set in. Even so, she was present at the recitation of songs of Jayadeva
and singing nama pala\fn{A musical performance describing the names of the Lord .} that came once a year at the time of
Ratha Yatra. Her sons let her go knowing that their mother would become weak without her music. But her
greatest worry was the three daughters-in-law and the grandsons and grand daughters numbering eleven, none of
whom had the slightest predilection for music. None of them even hummed a tune in the bathroom. She kept
concealed the agonies of her mind within herself.
Sometimes, she would occasionally ask her grandsons and grand daughters.
“Children! Don’t you like to join dancing and singing?”
Now the grandchildren snubbed her.
“Grannie! Those are activities of your uncivilized time and we hate them. Better spend the money for seeing
pictures than waste it in such pursuits.”
She did not press further. With a heavy sigh, she recollects those golden days of an uncivilized time. She hums
a tune she would sing while making an offering to her god and doing seven rounds:
Jai Radhe Jai Krishna
Jai Brindavana …

In the midst of all this, it was only her senior daughter-in-law who seemed to understand the artist in her and
helped her always. Since she was married she had paid attention to the clothes her mother-in-law should put on
and in the selection of matching colors at the time of musical performances. Being too busy, she did not even have
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time to do her hair. Her mother-in-law also consulted her all the time.
“Nupimacha! Which chaddar will suit me?”
“Abok Ibemma! I have kept three ready, washed. In my humble opinion, this one with a small black border
will match the blue and white one. How about the flower knot of the hair? Aren’t you going for a music
performance tomorrow morning at Hiyangthang?”
“I think, in the morning the yellow one with border will perhaps be better. And, the flower knot I shall put on
at night at the palace. In the morning I feel shy.”
“I shall prepare two flower knots, one for use in the morning and the other for the evening.”
“Nupimacha, what have you made of me when I am no longer so young with flower knots, etc. …”
Saying this she would smile. At heart she thought her daughter-in-law was a jewel though she was not so
beautiful in appearance.
Her sensible daughter-in-law answered.
“Abok Ibemma, if not now, when will you put them on? Whatever you do becomes you and by God, people
say—”
“No more! Yet, who says what?”
“I am not sure, but people say Chongtham Leima knows no aging.”
“Hey, hey, they are prompted by envy,” she laughed loud and hearty. The love she bore for her daughter-in-law
doubled.
Tampha Ibemma was around fifty, Jhulan\fn{A musical performance describing Krishna’s antics.} was to start the next
day. She took part as a Duhar\fn{The second most important singer in a musical performance.} in the music group of the
princesses. The music would continue for five days.
Nupimacha was all agog. She wanted her mother-in-law to put on different waistbands of different colors daily.
Both of them examined whatever phanek\fn{An article of clothing a Manipuri woman wears from the waist down .} they had.
Nupimacha said,
“Abok Ibemma, on the first day, would like you to put on the light rose color piece.”
“No more! What will people say of me?”
“This light rose color piece of mine was worn only once and the color is not as deep. So I would love you to
put it on.”
Tampha Ibemma, with her light smile, showed outward signs of apparent disapproval. She continued,
“Where is it … let’s look at it once. Not so deep red, this one … Nupimacha, are you sure that people will not
laugh at me for wearing this at my advanced age?”
“Nobody will laugh, madam. You are still much younger than us.”
At times, while learning music engaging famous gurus she would call out to Nupimacha,
“Dear, note down this lyric, for future reference in case I forget.”
She felt proud of her educated daughter-in-law and wanted to show her off to the world.
*
Years passed. Bright days slowly became dim. The aging Tampha Ibemma started spending her days caring for
the children, pushing her music to the background. Yet, the light of bygone years lingered on always. She desired
to share her memories of those days, but where were the listeners? Her grandchildren talked of ping-pong
tournaments, cycle races and hockey. She listened to them with a blank expression without anything striking her
ears. Waves of a tune surged in her heart:
Hai hai ki haila ye sukha rajani …

This time at the shraddha of her grandmother Tharak Shija there would be two music parties. One of the
daughters-in-law and one of the daughters would present music in the form of Jalakeli. All elders were informed
that Chongtham Leima would be the main singer, she being the only one who could really sing.
When she saw her daughter-in-law, she asked,
“Where have you been, dear?”
“I went out to meet a few people, Abok Ibemma. As many of the daughters-in-law have not learnt the music so
far, they will come to learn from you.”
Tampha Ibemma looked her daughter-in-law and snapped back,
“I am not free at all. I am too busy with many engagements.”
“My business was to engage as many as possible. So I went reminding everyone who could sing a bit.”
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“Are you sure? Did your Sanakhya\fn{An address used for persons belonging to royal lineage .} married to Maisnam say
that she would come? The day is not far off, yet the music is still a long way off, dear.”
“She says that she will be present and requests Abok Ibemma also to be present a bit early today at the
rehearsal. I have engaged the jeep of Ibochouba to give you a lift today.”
“Why bother with the jeep, when I can walk?”
“Why should not it be engaged, madam? The place is far off and on the way if you happen to meet with any
accident?”
“Then, I go to the kitchen, you attend to your business. I have a sore eye against your so-called educated
daughters. They don’t know any womanly behavior, Nupimacha …”
“Yes please, madam?”
“Will my cymbals be all right without cleansing?”
“Hope they will be in the rehearsal.”
“If they are too dirty, I don’t want to use them.”
“I will wipe them clean.”
Without being told, Tampha Ibemma of seventy-five years finished her household chores, feeling active in the
mind like a young woman of twenty-five. Her three sons had separate kitchens. By convention she should be with
the youngest son. But out of love for her senior daughter-in-law she continued to live with her eldest son,
Madhumangol. The senior daughter-in-law had a big family with many children. Though schools and colleges
were closed, none of the grandchildren helped in the household chores. It had been so reported that some sports
meet was going on and so, for two or three days there was hectic activity in the family with much coming and
going to and fro. Coming back Madhumangol said to his wife,
“Did you hear me?”
“Yes, please?”
“You have to go to the marriage of my friend’s as I have an important meeting of the co-operative to attend. If
nobody attends they will be upset and so you have to.”
“Woe to me! What do I do? Abok Ibemma is going for a rehearsal for Jalakeli and none of the children will be
at home. They are so busy with sports.”
“No, that cannot be the excuse. Tell mother not to go to the rehearsal today and you have to attend the
wedding.”
“What a problem,” Nupimacha entered, murmuring. Addressing her children she said,
“My children! Can one of you stay back from the sports? I have to attend a marriage, your grandma has to go
for music rehearsal, and there will be none to look after the house. How shall we manage?”
The youngest daughter replied,
“Tell grandma not to go.” Another one replied,
“Dear me! Our grandma has already changed into a girl of fifteen with shampooing her hair. If told now not to
go she will certainly faint.”
“Then, what do we do? I cannot request her now not to go; whom shall I ask to request her?” Nupimacha
murmured with a heavy heart.
“Let father tell her.”
*
“Mother?”
“Yes?”
“When is the Jalakeli?”
“Four days from today; the daughters-in-law are five as they have many good musicians. The party of the
daughters will be weak. Though I am senior to her, your godmother Subadani has already started stooping and it is
not certain if she will be able to join at all. I am worried. I am afraid of being put to shame at this advanced age
—”
“And, what is your part in it, mother?”
“Me? A helper only. Your grandmother Tombi will be the main singer. I even wanted to drop out with this
unpresentable appearance, but, I have been compelled since the music would be too weak.”
“But mother, haven’t you learned the music already?”
“Except one or two of us, we have hardly anyone who can sing. Modern youngsters pay little attention to this.”
“Mother?”
“Yes?”
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“I will not be able to go to the marriage of my friend Kesho’s as I have an important meeting at the office.”
“No, no, you cannot but go there. Kesho my godson should not be made to feel offended. I should have gone
and arranged his marriage but the music could not be neglected either. My dear, be present at the wedding for a
few moments and go later to your office.”
“Mother, my presence cannot be avoided. Today’s meeting is a veritable battle. So, I wish to let my wife go
there for a moment since all the children are also going out.”
“Then, who will look after the house? Your presence at the marriage is more important.”
“That is out of the question. I suggest since you have already learned the music all through that you attend
tomorrow at the earliest opportunity. Be at home today and rest …”
This was the time when Tampha Ibemma bound together her cymbals, pans, etc., in a piece of white linen.
Disengaging her hand she remained silent for a few moments. Looking at her son she said slowly:
“Well, what of that? I shall simply act as you wish. When have you seen me do as I wished? Do whatever
pleases you best, there is nothing wrong in it. You may reckon me dead. Now also, if you bid me eat, I shall or if
you bid me not to eat I shall not eat. If you approve of my stay at this house, well and good: if you ask me to leave
just now I shall leave happily to make my own arrangement. I don’t dispute anything.”
Rising she entered the house.
Madhumangol looked at her wonder-struck. Nupimacha entering in front of her mother-in-law’s bed said,
“Abok Ibemma.”
“Humm,” the answer came from behind the curtain.
“I feel very ill today. I can’t go to the marriage. Let my children’s father be present there and since I have
already engaged Ibochouba’s jeep will you please go to the rehearsal for a few moments. I shall take care of the
house.”
“Well, do what you think best, I won’t dispute your decision.”
1923
78.339 Four Annas\fn{by Kulbhushan (1923- )} Punjab State, India (M) 3
“Fare, please!”
The taxi was nearing its destination. Mohan the Cleaner stretched out his hand before the three passengers in
the back seats. “Fare, please.”
One by one, three four-anna coins clinked on to his palm. The taxi bumped over a pot-hole. Clutching the
door, Mohan steadied himself and examined the coins. One of them was counterfeit.
Dropping the good ones into the pocket of his dirty zebra-striped shirt he waved the dud coin before the
passengers. “Whose is this? Please change it.”
But no hand came forward to meet Mohan’s outstretched palm. The passengers quickly looked at one another
and then, unconcerned, started gazing out of the window, as if Mohan the cleaner was addressing the air.
He repeated his request. The taxi, which was in fact a converted station wagon, plied mornings and evenings
between Patelnagar and the Central Secretariat. Normally meant to carry seven persons, it had eleven squeezed
into it—mostly government clerks, who, because of the reduced rates, found it more expedient to share the taxi
rather than go by bus.
Mohan took in the passengers with a sharp glance—two thin middle-aged persons and between them a plump
dough-like man on whose forehead beads of perspiration had appeared. The dud four-anna bit was evidently his.
But how innocent he looked, as if he had never had the privilege of seeing a dud coin all his life. Strange! No one
was prepared to own up.
And the worst of it, all of them were new faces. The regular passengers did not resort to such tricks. It did not
pay them to do so. After all one cannot fool a second time all that easily.
The taxi took a sharp turn and stopped at the Patelnagar island. Mohan blocked the way. “So, this coin has
dropped from the sky!”
The three of them looked at Mohan.
The Fat man shook his head. “It’s not mine.”
The Thin Dark one made for the door. “Make way for me,” he protested. “This coin is not mine.” Mohan the
cleaner looked questioningly at Triloke Singh, the driver. “Let him pass,” Triloke Singh said in a non-committal
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manner. “No man will tell a lie for a four-anna bit.”
All the passengers (who were no more than statistical entities for Mohan who reckoned them in terms of so
much fare) got down from the taxi one by one.
The last man to get down was thin and fair; he wore gold-rimmed glasses and carried a bag. He was wearing a
white shirt and white trousers. An enigmatic smile played on his lips.
Coming out he lingered and then turned to Mohan.
“Brother, you take my word for it, my coin was not dud.”
The Cleaner was about to retort when he heard the driver put the car in second gear. Swiftly opening the door,
the cleaner leaped in, and the car sped away towards the Central Secretariat. It was their rush hour.
*
Madan Gopal took a sip and then put back the cup of tea on the table.
“An interesting thing happened today,” he said caressing his fat belly.
“Yes?” His wife, Radha, smiled, eager to hear the story.
“I didn’t have my bike today, you know. So I had to come home in a taxi. I was sitting in the rear seat. There
were two others sitting by my side. We all paid the taxi-wallah four-anna bits each. The taxi-wallah found that
one of these coins was dud. He said, ‘whose coin is this. Please change it.’ but nobody owned up.”
“Indeed!” Radha’s face clouded. “I hope it wasn’t yours.”
“I don’t think it was mine. And even if it were mine, I couldn’t do a thing about it. A four- anna bit was all I
had on me.”
“But you took one rupee from me in the morning …”
“Yes, I did. I spent four annas on fare to the office. A friend came to see me in the office. I had to stand him
tea. Eight annas gone.”
“It’s too bad.” Radha pondered. She was worried lest the dud coin be his.
“Forget about it!” Madan Gopal waved his hands in the air. “Let’s talk of something pleasant.”
But Radha still looked worried. It was a sin to pass on a base coin; and a sin always came home to roost. She
shuddered at the thought.
Immediately she opened a tin trunk, and took out a small purse. She fished out some coins. “Here, take these
four annas, and give them to him this very moment. I don’t like it.”
Madan Gopal could not hold himself from laughing. It was this naïvete which made her so sweet. Look how
she worried over nothing, and how charming she looked when she put on a worried expression. He threw back his
head and laughed and laughed.
“But what makes you think that the coin was mine?” he said at last.
“It’s possible, isn’t it? Better go and give it to him.”
“All right, all right,” Madan Gopal said in exasperation. “Now, please, please stop harping on it.”
“Why not give it now?”
“Where will I find the taxi-wallah at this hour? In the morning at eight his taxi waits near the island. I’ll give it
to him then.”
*
Adjusting his gold-rimmed glasses, Naveen said, “Truth is what your conscience accepts as true.”
“No,” Raksh contradicted him. “Truth is what the world accepts as true. Now listen, you have not committed a
theft. But let’s say the stolen goods are discovered in your house. Won’t the people take you for a thief?”
“Let them, for all I care,” Naveen said with a touch of asperity. “But I know in my heart of hearts that I have
not committed a theft.”
“You are a writer. That’s why you talk such rubbish,” Manmohan said.
The three friends were having an argument in the smoke-filled room, and frequently the cleaner’s face bobbed
up before Naveen, through the rings of smoke. How brazenly the fellow had looked at him! Perhaps the fellow
thought that the coin was his. But Naveen knew for certain that his four-anna bit was sound. He had scrutinized it
before passing it on to the Cleaner.
“Raskolnikov, the hero of Dostoievsky’s novel Crime and Punishment knew that he had committed a
crime.”\fn{Fyodor Mikhaylovich Dostoyevsky (1821-1881), Russian writer; Crime and Punishment was published in 1866.} Naveen
picked up a new thread of argument. “No one knew about his crime. But even so his conscience did not accept
him as innocent. He went to the scene of the crime, aware that there was every possibility of his being trapped.
And on being convicted he had an utter sense of relief, as if a great weight had lifted from his conscience.”
“In which century do you think you are living?” Manmohan retorted. “In our times successful thieves
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command respect. In the din and bustle of life they fail to hear even the voice of their own conscience.”
“Now let me tell you what happened today,” Naveen said. “And then you decide whether I was the culprit or
someone else.”
“But did the other passengers take you to be innocent?” Rakesh asked.
“I am not sure about that. Perhaps like the cleaner they also thought I was the culprit.”
“And you are not worried about it, of course. Because your conscience is clear.”
“Obviously,” Manmohan jibed. “Your conscience is clear; that’s why the incident keeps rankling in your
mind.”
Taking off his glasses, Naveen pressed his eyelids, and then said, “To tell you the truth, I started this discussion
because I wanted to reassure myself that I was on the right path. But I feel I shall have to make amends for it.
Otherwise I won’t be able to look that Cleaner straight in the eye.”
“You are innocent, why get so worked up about it?” Rakesh said.
“Because the real culprit did not have any sense of shame. That’s why,” Naveen said putting on his glasses.
“Anyway, let’s forget about it. Care to have a rubber?”\fn{ A game of bridge; one can play it three-handed.}
*
Passing his tongue over his chapped lips, Chandrakant said to his five year old son, “Munna, ask your mother
to serve the food.”
Chandrakant was sitting on a charpoy in the verandah, rhythmically shaking his legs. Suddenly he smiled to
himself; he had been reminded of the cleaner. He looked at the sky, muttered something and stretched himself on
the charpoy. The evening haze was melting into darkness. The stars twinkled.
Well, one more day gone. If only he could close that car deal, it would be just fine. Otherwise one more blank
day. He had not been able to do any business in Chandhi Chowk, either. It would have been some consolation if
that fellow had agreed to take ten bicycles, or Masood had bought one hundred gross of screws. It was a pity that
the other brokers got the scent of things much ahead of him. He generally arrived on the scene after the deal was
over.
The child had come with the food. He sat up. “Bring some water.” The child disappeared.
He started eating. Mr. Mehta may decide to go in for the car, he mused. The man looked prosperous.
Ah, yes, there was one good task accomplished. He had got rid of the counterfeit four- anna bit so cleverly that
the sala cleaner was completely diddled. He was utterly at a loss to know which blessed passenger had passed it
on to him. had he traveled by bus he would have had to shell out four and a half annas, and he could never be sure
of the coin changing hands. Now he had saved two pice\fn{2 pice = ½ anna.} and got rid of the coin into the bargain.
Meal over, he went out for a stroll. Returning home he slept like a top, and never knew when the morning
arrived.
Usually he did not go out for a morning walk. But this morning the fresh breeze and the night’s sound sleep
had put him in good spirits.
He went out after snatching a hurried breakfast. Unwittingly his feet led him towards the island. Suddenly he
saw yesterday’s taxi standing there. The Sikh driver was gesticulating and having an argument with two persons.
Curiosity led him on. Why, the two persons were none other than his last evening’s co-passengers.
Winter was just over and spring was on its way. The sunshine was not mild, but it was not unpleasant either.
Out in the open, at about seven-thirty in the morning, four persons engaged in a brisk discussion.
“Why do you gentlemen make such a fuss over a trifle?” the Sikh driver Triloke Singh asked mildly.
“The coin was neither yours, nor yours.” He stabbed at each chest with his finger. “It’s gone where it belongs, so
why worry?”
Chandrakant quietly stationed himself behind Naveen. Naveen turned his head, looked at the newcomer and
again turned to Triloke Singh. “But I insist it was mine. You did well in throwing it away. But you must have what
is due to you. Here, take it.”
“No, brother, that won’t do,” Mdan Gopal protested. The coin was mine. This gentleman is unnecessarily
taking it on himself. Here, take it, and let me go.”
Chandrakant could not understand what was going on here—what was all this ruckus about! Why were these
two persons so anxious to part with their money? He stood there blinking his eyes.
Triloke Singh said, “Look, the third gentleman is also here! Perhaps he has also come to tell us that the coin
was his.”
Chandrakant was discomfited. He fell back a step or two and quickly composed himself. “Yes, the coin was
indeed mine!” he almost barked.
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Triloke Singh burst into a laugh. He thrust back some loose hair into his beard. “But you must know I have not
received three counterfeit coins—only one! And it is not with me now. With its face blackened it must be rotting
somewhere in the gutter. Please go away, all of you. that’s the end of it.”
Naveen flared up. “Bah, how can that be! One commits the crime And another is punished for it. Why should
you put up with the loss?”
“Then you decide it among yourselves,” Triloke Singh said decisively. “Let him, who palmed off the
counterfeit coin, pay up now. That settles it!”
Naveen and Madan Gopal fell to arguing. They had been at it for more than ten minutes when Chandrakant
jumped into the fray.
“You quarrel for nothing,” he said. “I’ll tell you a way out. Let’s suppose that each of us gave a counterfeit
coin. But the driver claims that he received only one counterfeit coin. So we will give him one four-anna bit.”
“What a fine solution!” Triloke Singh applauded. “Go ahead!”
“Let it be so,” Naveen said. “Here’s a two-anna piece—my share.”
“Not two annas, but just five pice,” Chandrakant said. “And you also give me five pice.”
Madan Gopal had six pice with him. He was returning after purchasing vegetables. “Here, take six pice, or
you’ll be short by one pice.”
“A pice this way or that does not matter,” Triloke Singh chipped in. “If I can suffer an immense loss of four
annas I can as well put up with a loss of one pice.” He laughed.
“No, you will give five pice. I’ll give six,” Chandrakant said.
“Why?” Naveen asked. “Why should you pay six?”
“Because that’s how I decide,” Chandrakant said with an air of finality.
“That won’t do,” Naveen said, “I’ll pay six.”
“Haven’t you had enough of this—or you intend continuing forever?” Triloke Singh asked amused.
“I’ll give six pice—six, and nothing less,” Chandrakant burst out.
His tone was so emphatic that Naveen and Madan Gopal were subdued. Returning three pice to Naveen,
Chandrakant took out a four-anna piece. He had brought it with him to regale himself with puries at the
sweetmeat shop. Now he was left with two and a half annas only.
But the loss of six pice did not gall Chandrakant. On the contrary, he felt cheerful—as if a heavy load was off
his chest.
33.114 Excerpt from I’m Telling You, Listen\fn{by Hansa Wadkar aka Ratan Salgaonkar (1923-1972)} Bombay,
Maharashtra State, India (F) 4
… This time, when I returned to Bombay after the film shooting at Kolhapur was over, relations between my
husband and me deteriorated steadily. Financial problems made matters worse.
There was no immediate reason for the deterioration in our relationship. Right from the beginning we had
quarreled. Any pretext would serve. It was all becoming quite unbearable for me. I was not at all happy. I was
earning a lot of money, but it brought no satisfaction. My work did not give me any satisfaction either. Neither the
money I earned nor my life at home helped me to find fulfillment.
When Rekha was born, I was eighteen. After that I was pregnant three more times. Each time I was overjoyed
because I loved children. But every time my husband suspected that the child was not his. He would think, “The
way she behaves, it couldn’t be my child.” Actually I was very strict about such matters. They really were his
children. But he was extremely suspicious.
On the third occasion, when my husband brought the medicine, I did not take it. I wanted the child and besides,
the effect of those medicines was dreadful. When he learned that I had not taken the medicine, he brought a doctor
to the house and asked him to operate on me. It was the fifth month of pregnancy.
Each time he forced me to have an abortion I was furious and wept bitterly because I wanted a child. This was
the main cause of conflict between us. I came to look upon him as an enemy. Then I deliberately behaved badly. I
suppose I did it to provoke him. If anyone suspects me unjustly, I get irritated. I deliberately do what I was
accused of doing.
My gold bangles were another cause of persistent conflict. My husband Bandarkar’s father was dead, but he
had an uncle who owned a house at Sawantwadi that was in front of our family house. That is why I had known
him since my childhood. He told me stories when I was a child, so I was very fond of him.
After I married Bandarkar I went for a visit to his family home at Sawantwadi. Whenever I remember those
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days that I spent in my in-laws’ home, my mind overflows with joy. I had taken toys and sweets for the children.
The new daughter-in-law, who lived in Bombay and worked in films—how thrilled everyone was to see me!
When I got there, Uncle was ill. He called out to me:
“Beti, come here.”
I went and bowed at his feet.
“Tell me a story,” he said.
“I’ve forgotten all the stories, I don’t know any of them now,” I replied.
“You do, tell me one,” Kaka persisted.
My mother-in-law, my brother-in-law, everyone took great care of me. At my in-laws’ house I went around in a
nine-yard sari and I wore my hair coiled round at the back of my head. At that time my hair was long and thick,
so it looked really beautiful coiled round at the back.
On the second day of my visit, Uncle said:
“Let’s see what you eat in Bombay. Make a typical Bombay dish.”
Biryani was not known there. So I cooked a delicious biryani and served it to everyone. They all were
delighted. After the meal, Uncle said:
"Now have a wash and come here.”
I wove a twist of sweet-scented aboli flowers into my hair and went to him.
For every daughter-in-law he had had a set of jewelry made—gold bangles, earrings, a nose ring, and a
necklace. He gave me my share of jewelry and said:
“Wear these.”
I put them on. I bowed before the family shrine and touched the feet of Uncle and the other senior members of
the family. After enjoying myself there for about ten days, I returned to Bombay.
The bangles Uncle had given me were my favorites. I was very fond of them. Whenever I put those bangles on
I would remember Uncle, my in-laws, and each little incident in my life there. I would remember the village.
There were so many sweet memories interwoven with those bangles.
After some days, our financial situation deteriorated. Bandarkar and I—it would be more accurate to say it was
Bandarkar—had started a film company called Kalpana Films. The Hindi film Dhanyawad was made by this
company. Jagirdar and Lalitabai acted in it. After the completion of the film it was shown to Morarjibai, who was
Home Minister at that time. But it was not possible to release the picture immediately. Even while the shooting
was going on, Jagirdar and Lalitabai increased their rates and asked for more money. All the money in the house
was spent. Funds had to be raised from a moneylender, and when it was due to be released, the film had to be
auctioned.
With this heavy loss there began the sale of jewelry from the house. Everything was sold rapidly. I did not
mind at all about my other jewelry. But when Bandarkar asked for my Sawantwadi bangles, I flatly refused.
At last one day he said:
“I will pawn the bangles just for a few days. I will bring them back soon.”
Since there was no help for it and he had assured me that he would bring them back within a few days, I parted
with them. But those bangles were never brought back again. Most probably they were sold. I asked about them
repeatedly, but that always irritated him, and the quarrels resumed.
While my mind was so disturbed, it wasn’t as if there were any other kind of domestic happiness. I would
return from shooting at odd hours of the night, even at four or five o’clock in the morning. At that time the whole
household was fast asleep. I returned strained and irritable. At least my mother should inquire about me, I thought.
But no one bothered about me, my mother included. Only my father would wake up when I returned. But he was
crippled. Lying in bed, he would say:
“My little girl, eat and go to bed.”
But I never felt like eating. Since my father’s death, no one was left to say even that much. Only my two
servants, Raghunath’ and Balu, took care of me. Raghunath was from Madras.
After I came home he would heat bath water for me and warm the food. After my bath I would sit down to eat
and he would wait beside me till I’d finished my dinner. I’d be sitting eating alone, like a ghost. Then I’d go to
bed at four or five A.M. and get up at eleven o’clock. I’d talk to my father or look at a book for a while, and in no
time at all it was time to leave for shooting. There was no conversation with anyone else in the house. So I used to
feel:
“What sort of a house is this! What sort of domestic happiness is this!”
I was doubly dissatisfied, writhing in agony within. I did not know whether anybody knew of this restlessness
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of mine. It was under those circumstances that I acted in the film Shri Gurudev Duff.
When I returned from Kolhapur my mental torture had increased. My husband had imposed new restrictions on
me. I was supposed to inform him in advance about my hours of work and was supposed to come back at the
fixed time. Even if I were slightly late, he would question, rage, suspect.
Mr. Joshi, whom I had met in the hotel at Kolhapur, was living in Bombay at that time, and after my return
from Kolhapur I often visited him. Our friendship was growing.
Once Bandarkar and I had a violent clash and I left with my head in a whirl. Immediately I made my way to
where Joshi lived. Shrikant Sutar was there too, and we drank a lot that evening. It was too much for me and I lost
consciousness. That had never happened to me before.
Next morning, when I recovered consciousness, I was lying on a mat on the neighboring terrace. I could not
recollect anything that had happened during the night. As soon as I came to myself I was terrified. How could I go
home?
“Where were you all this time?”
What would I say? My brain was benumbed. I did not know what to do.
Joshi and Sutar were inside. The three of us sat down again. Though it was morning, we started drinking again,
since we couldn’t think what to do. That day, too, passed in the same way, and it became even more difficult to go
home. Joshi and I went to Poona and lodged in a hotel. Once I thought of ringing Bandarkar to tell him where I
was. I used to phone him like that if, suddenly, at the eleventh hour, I had to leave for Poona on some urgent
business. But at that moment I didn’t have the courage to ring him up. I was torn by guilt. My time in Poona was
also spent drinking. I thought that the doors of my home were now closed to me.
It was like a state of delirium. I had left out of panic, and because of panic I dared not return. I seemed to be
mesmerized by some evil being.
I roamed around with Joshi. Wherever he asked me to go, I went, and got more and more involved in fresh
complications. I was going further and further away from home.
We reached Bangalore. We spent some days there, drinking and wandering around. I did not know how much
money Joshi had with him, but almost all of it was spent and we were beginning to feel the pinch. What next? was
the question before us.
Joshi found a way out. A friend of his turned up. Joshi borrowed some money from him, and we were on our
way to Marathwada. He took me to a small village in Marathwada—his native village. His mother, his two wives,
and his children lived there. I went wherever Joshi took me. Where we were proceeding, what we were doing—I
did not ask him about anything at all. Even when I came to know about his wives and children, I did not express
any astonishment. I was ready to face silently whatever came my way.
For another three years, I lived with Joshi in that village. That was a section of my life that stood apart from
everything else. I passed those three years as if I were existing in a dream.
Joshi owned many fields. Far away from the village and on the other bank of the river his house stood at one
end of a field. His mother lived there. One of his wives was dead and two were living. The older of the two had
weak eyes. There were many children in the house, but it was only after my arrival there that I learned of their
existence.
Both the wives were continually at loggerheads, and with me as a new addition, naturally there was further
bickering. The older wife was more considerate, but the younger one was suspicious and quarrelsome.
On my arrival she let loose floods of abuse, looking on me as a vixen who had brought bad luck to the
household. But I had decided beforehand that wherever I went I would remain and make the best of things.
I was treated as if I were a newly wedded bride. That is, I had to wake up early in the morning, sweep, sprinkle
cow dung in the courtyard, wash a huge heap of utensils, and cook—all these tasks fell to my lot.
Gradually I became adjusted to the ways of the house and won the hearts of the people. They wondered how a
movie actress would be able to handle all those household chores. But I toiled wholeheartedly, did whatever came
to my lot, and looked after the children of both wives. The younger wife had an infant daughter who always clung
to me. She would not go to anyone else. Sewing clothes, keeping the house clean, drawing rangoli designs on the
floor each morning—I threw myself into all this with great enthusiasm.
Both the wives slowly developed a fond attachment to me. I had gone there with just the set of clothes I had
on. Joshi bought me a coarse, thick, nine-yard sari and a blouse. They lasted me a year.
I dragged on in that fashion, but my inmost soul was grieving. On the surface I seemed to be working and
behaving enthusiastically, but I kept asking myself what I had done. The memory of my daughter wrung my heart.
I felt that I had committed a terrible crime, and was very disturbed at such moments, but there was no solution.
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Joshi’s house was far away from the village, with a river in between. So there was no contact with anybody
else or with the outside world. Sometimes workmen would come to his house or to the farm. Those were the only
outsiders I ever saw. When two years had passed, I was desperate. I longed to return home. But how could I?
Joshi kept a strict watch over me. He did not even allow me to move beyond the courtyard. I often thought I
should send a letter to my husband and let him know everything in detail. But how could I get money for sending
the letter? How could I post it?
Once, in the evening, I took a risk, and seeing that no one had noticed me, I went into the courtyard. I looked
all around and reached the gate. But at that very moment Joshi saw me. He came running. He dragged me inside
and started hitting me with a burning log of wood. He beat me mercilessly. At last the two wives came to my
rescue and he stopped.
An even stricter watch was maintained. I didn’t know how long this kind of life would continue. After that
incident, my longing for home increased. I seriously planned an escape.
Some women selling goods used to come to Joshi’s place, and I gradually made their acquaintance. Once I met
them in secret. I gave them whatever money I had been able to put by and asked them to bring an envelope from
the post office. I told them:
“Please do this for me. And don’t tell anyone.”
In secret I wrote a letter and gave it to them to post. I watched them till they were far from the house. I was
afraid lest they should tell someone.
That letter was to Bandarkar. I wrote in the letter where I was and how I was. The letter also contained
directions for reaching that place. And I asked him to bring me some of my own clothes.
After a few days Bandarkar arrived. He himself waited in the distance, but the police, who had accompanied
him, came to the house. On seeing the police, everyone started weeping and wailing. They were all afraid that
Joshi would be arrested and taken away. I told the ladies of the house:
“Don’t be afraid. I won’t say anything against Joshi.”
I wanted to go with the police.
Nevertheless, during my stay there, I had become greatly attached to the children and the women, and I was
accustomed to having the smallest girl with me all the time. She, too, started crying. I told them all that I’d be
back soon. But I took the younger wife aside and said:
“I am leaving. Now, at least, look after your husband.”
I came out. They had brought a bullock cart, in which I sat with my head bowed. Bandarkar did not even look
at me. While crossing the river he just said:
“I’ve brought your clothes.”
Afterwards I had a look at my clothes. My old, expensive clothes had been preserved. But so many changes
had taken place in me during those years. I was reduced to almost half my size. The clothes did not fit me. When I
put on my blouse, it was very loose. I looked as if I had just recovered from a serious illness.
We reached a large village not far away. I had to appear before a magistrate. The office of the magistrate was in
the front room of his house. He was old and looked decent and kindly.
Bandarkar said:
“I have no complaints against anyone. I only want to take my wife back home.”
The magistrate sent him out to get someone’s signature.
No sooner had he gone out than the magistrate picked up the statement. He said to me:
“Come inside or I’ll tear up this paper.”
I was terrified. He led me inside and locked the door. His wife and children were in the adjacent room. What a
degenerate brute! I could not even cry out. He gagged me and beat me.
I came to know that day how a rape takes place.
After some time, when Bandarkar returned, I was sitting on a bench in front of that old man, supporting my
head on my hand, lamenting my evil fortune. I was utterly broken in spirit, writhing in agony. It was impossible to
speak of what had happened.
I had got into that cart with great hopes, resolved to leave the past behind and begin again. But that old
magistrate had destroyed everything, reduced everything to ashes. And my rage against the whole world erupted
once more.
We returned to Bombay. I had been away for three years. When I reached the door, Rekha was standing on the
steps. She had certainly grown.
I was overcome with emotion. I wanted to run and embrace her. She looked at me with a strained expression.
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Probably she did not recognize me, as I was changed entirely. But then she recognized me.
She came running and threw herself on me and said:
“Mother, where were you all this time?”
I entered the house with her, weeping.
That strange phase in my life was thus over. I had been afraid; I had not known what to do. As there was
nobody to support and guide me, I had abandoned my home. Family life meant so much to me. There was a time
when I used to express astonishment when a wife deserted her husband. Two or three actresses had actually done
so. Some of those people were very close to us, so I had felt it acutely. I used to say:
“I’ll never do anything like that.”
Once, when we were shooting Parijatak, Shahurao looked at my palm and predicted:
“There will be many transitions in your life. You will abandon your husband.”
I said, “Nonsense, that’s impossible! I’ll put it down in writing if you like.”
I had been so certain of myself. And yet I did leave. I had returned after three long years. When I left my home
and with it, the film world, I was at the height of my glory, at the peak of my popularity. Why did I leave, why did
I stay away, how did I stay, why did it happen? I had no answer, so why should I blame my fate?
I often felt that, if Father had been alive, I would not have left. Only he could have stopped me from leaving.
But there was no sense in thinking about it.
Now, though I had returned, my world had changed. The contracts that I had signed were null and void. New
actresses were offered the roles instead of me, for many new stars had appeared on the horizon.
That span of three years had changed me so much. At one time the whole of Maharashtra resounded with my
talent. I dominated the film world, and I could scarcely believe that my name was on everybody’s lips. Now, even
if this turned out in the long run to be a temporary phase, my name seemed to have been utterly erased from the
slate of time.
33.110 Dadi\fn{by Shivani aka Gaura Pant (1923-2003)} Rajkot, Rajkot Distract, Gujarat State, India (F) 4
Dadi’s comings were always linked to her departures, which, Ranjana felt, came too suddenly and too soon. So
her little heart lay dangling between joy and sorrow whenever Dadi’s arrival was imminent. With a child’s innate
shrewdness, she had guessed long ago that relations between her mother and Dadi were not smooth. Dadi never
stayed with them for long, and whenever she came, Mother’s mood turned black. Quarrelsome noises arose at
night from her parents’ bedroom, the raised voices always in English, and then one day Ranjana and her brother
would return from school to find that Dadi had gone.
“Mother, is Dadi gone?” they’d ask together.
“Yes, she is gone.” Mother’s tone would put a total stop to any more queries regarding the grandmother’s
departure.
So when Dadi came this time, Ranjana clung to her and begged:
“Promise us, Dadi, this time you’ll not leave suddenly when we are away in school.”
Dadi’s sunken eyes swam with tears of love. This is why the wise ones say one’s sickle will always reap the
harvest towards one’s own lap, and that blood is thicker than water.
“Hai, my beloved ones, can I ever leave you and go suddenly?”
Reassured, the brother and sister hitched up their school bags and left for school. The poisonous sting that her
older son’s wife had left behind on the old woman’s heart as she departed was completely dissipated by the salve
of the grandchildren’s spontaneous love. This time she had arrived at her younger son’s house with the older
daughter-in-law and her children. She knew none of them was very welcome in this household, but how could she
help it? Jodhpur was no longer a safe city, what with those deadly Pakistani bombs falling from the skies. Her
older son had insisted that she and his wife go with the children and stay with his younger brother while this war
between India and Pakistan was on.
Both Dadi and the older daughter-in-law knew that living with the younger daughter-in-law was like
swallowing a fly knowingly. Dadi, therefore, ruled that the Older One and her children should keep their stay in
this house short, and then depart for the Older One’s father’s house. The older son held an ordinary job; his wife,
too, was rather ordinary, and the children were nondescript. The Older One, therefore, grudged the Younger One
her affluence, and as is common among women, her animosity towards her sister-in-law would come out clearly
once in a while.
As it is, the relationship between two sisters-in-law is always so delicate that even if they be blood sisters, their
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ties always teeter on the verge of breakup. It is like the precarious relationship between India and China, despite
all the “Hindi-Chini Bhai, Bhai” proclamations of enduring brotherhood. Social opinion would go in favor of the
Older One. It was she who had been the traditional daughter-in-law looking after the conservative mother-in-law.
The Younger One’s husband was a lieutenant colonel, and her nuclear household was a Westernized one
managed by a retinue of servants, in which the very old and the very young were not welcome. The children in
this house ate eggs and sausage before going to school, and celebrated their birthdays by blowing out candles
planted upon big birthday cakes, not by offering the traditional pot of sesame seeds and milk to Markandeya, the
god of longevity, and Lakshmi, the goddess of prosperity.
The conservative mother-in-law’s traditional kitchen had always been out of bounds for those who had not
been ritually cleansed. She drew a line with charcoal around her cooking space, even an inadvertent crossing of
which by others meant total pollution of such magnitude that the old lady would not eat what she had cooked
therein. But each time she came there, the Younger One would, like a cruel and shameless enemy, find an excuse
to cross this forbidden territory, and then apologize with a grin:
“Hai, Mother, what will you do now? I’ve crossed into your cooking space by mistake.”
What could the poor old woman do? Instead of the soft rotis she had kneaded in holy milk or curds, she’d have
to satisfy herself with a few bananas or an apple. There were comparatively few such transgressions in the Older
One’s kitchen, so the mother-in-law had chosen to stay permanently with her, even though her older son’s job was
not as lucrative, nor was his house as comfortable to live in. She now cursed, day and night, the suddenly erupted
war that had forced her to cross the threshold of the Younger One’s traditionless house much against her wishes.
To make things worse, this time her soldier son was away at the front, and the old servant had also left. As
evening came, darkness descended like a canopy over their heads, and then that son of a cursed mother, the siren,
began to hoot its ominous message.\fn{Owls are regarded as harbingers of evil in much of India.}
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† Shiva in his aspect as Markandeya, god of Longevity, protecting a devotee from Yama, the god of Death †
Dadi trembled and feared for all of them.
The idols of Dadi’s large family of gods occupied a corner of her room. They were to be bathed only with
water mixed with holy water from the Ganges. As Dadi returned after borrowing some from the Younger One, the
Older One took one look at the wide-bottomed bottle of holy water, and shot with perfect aim a fiery dart at her
mother-in-law’s heart. She was the daughter of a contractor and knew these bottles very well, and also what kind
of “water” they’d originally contained.
“Hai, will you put your holy Ganga water in this Ammaji? The Younger One has given you a bottle of her
husband’s special holy water, hasn’t he?”
Suppressing her giggles, the Older One busied herself packing her bedding.
If she’d wanted, the Younger One, who stood by, could have performed the last rites of seven generations of
the Older One’s ancestors and their bottles then and there, but why should she poke a stick at an injured snake?
The Older One was leaving in a few hours’ time anyway. Besides, whatever she might say, Dadi’s coming this
time had eased the domestic pressures on her somewhat. Without her husband, going to the club was out of the
question. Dadi cooked the vegetables in the evening, and the children ate with their grandmother. She didn’t need
to worry about them. She herself wanted only a light meal at the end of the day. If she felt hungry, she needed to
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bake only a few chapatis for herself.
The Younger One missed her husband, though, and also the parties they were so fond of giving. His birthday
was coming up, but he was away. Otherwise, each year they had a big party to celebrate the occasion. But no, she
must not give way to despair. She must celebrate his birthday, she had decided. So what if he was away fighting
the enemy? She phoned and invited a few army wives who were her close friends to an evening party. She hinted
lightly that it would not be a feast to match the earlier ones, but a simple get-together before the blackout.\fn
{Before the lights in the city were turned out, because of the war.}
And now there was an early evening meal to handle, and no servant. The mother-in-law, who made excellent
chutneys and savories, was fasting today. How could she ask her? To top it all, that spoilt little daughter of hers
was getting a rag doll made for herself. The old woman could have cooked a veritable feast had she not been
squinting over that miserable bundle of rags!
This Ranjana of hers was really the limit. Her father had brought her such a lovely fair-haired doll with blue
eyes from Singapore, which could walk and talk. But Ranjana didn’t care for her. Well, she had begun kissing and
bathing her so often, that she was told the doll had to be put away beyond her reach, unless she promised to
handle it with care. At this, the little demon had suddenly lost all interest in the toy. Her ayah’s daughter Rahiman
had a monstrously ugly but thrice-married rag doll, whose nonexistent nose had been pierced thrice with the
bridal nose ring. Ranjana, too, wanted a doll she could give away and fight over and get back and remarry. So, for
the last three hours her grandmother had been laboring to deliver into her hands an easily marriageable and
remarriageable rag bride. Two large black eyes had already been embroidered upon an oval white face, the nose
bridge had been raised with deftly put double stitches, and now only the mouth remained to be formed. But when
Ranjana went to her mother to ask for a bit of red thread for the mouth, the mother, who had just accidentally
burnt her hand, snapped back:
“Get out of here. See, you’ve made me burn my hand. Always lurking around you are!”
Ranjana slunk back. Mother had already been blowing on her burnt hand when she’d arrived, but she’d not
listen to anyone at a time like this. Ranjana thought a bit, ripped the seam from her new purple frock, and
extracted a long purple thread.
“Here, Dadi, give her a purple mouth. We can imagine that she has put on purple lipstick like Mother. What do
you say, Sanjay?”
As usual, the twin brother dared not contradict the sister’s statement. He agreed wholeheartedly.
With her glasses perched on her nose, Dadi began to plan with the grandchildren a grand wedding for the rag
bride.
“See, you’ll need four yards of silver gota, and half a yard of yellow and half a, yard of red satin for the bridal
dress. As for the jewelry, I’ve seen the balloon vendors sell little gilt sets stuck on cardboard for ten paisa. So
we’ll get one set of those. And I’ll fry you some tiny little puris for the feast …”
The twins, goggle-eyed, saw a fairy-tale wedding take shape before their eyes.
“But Dadi, whom will she marry?”
Oho, this was a big problem they had not before encountered. The houses around contained quantities of
convent-going children whose dolls were all blue-eyed, fair haired, and female. How was a totally Indian bride,
with her brass jewelry and shimmering, satiny bridal clothes, to find a matching, mustached bridegroom for
herself?
In the end it was decided that Dadi should also bring into this world a suitable male doll, who could then be
sent to the neighbor’s house for adoption and subsequent bridegroom-hood.
All this, while the poor servantless mistress of the house was struggling with unfinished chores in the kitchen.
At this point, as though to test her patience, the lone cylinder of gas breathed its last, the telephone turned out to
be dead, and there was no alternative source of energy available on a public holiday.
The Younger One thought she would die!
Suddenly, however, the auspicious Bruhaspati, smiled upon her. She found a clean-shaven and competentlooking individual literally standing on her doorstep:
“Bibiji, do you need domestic help?”
So taken aback was the Younger One that the paring knife slipped out of her hands and clattered to the floor.
The strange individual stood politely waiting for her answer, his head bowed, and his hands folded together in
supplication. He certainly was too elegant to be a servant. Perhaps he was the runaway son of a well-to-do family.
“Can you cook?” the Younger One asked.
“I have been a chef at a five-star hotel, ma’am,” came the answer.
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“Can you ride a bike? The children have to be dropped at school each morning.”
“I can even drive a car, ma’am. I am a trained mechanic.”
His teeth, when he smiled, were dazzlingly white and even.
“What’s your name?” The Younger One sensed her mother-in-law’s presence in the room.
“And caste?” she added.
The smiling stranger extended a sheaf of papers that declared Shri Bholanath Trivedi, the bearer of the
certificates, to be a pure kanyakubja brahmin who was adept at the jobs of a cook-cum-waiter, driver, and motor
mechanic.
Bhola was immediately hired. The Younger One knew she had found a veritable diamond. At a paltry salary of
a hundred and twenty rupees a month, plus meals, Bhola was retained and given a room in the servants’ quarters
at the back.
The children took to Bhola immediately. He was as fair as a European and had green eyes, which closed when
he smiled. His easy-going ways and excellent cooking won over everyone but Dadi.
“The eyes, did you see his eyes? Green as a cat’s they are,” Dadi would say.
The Younger One would retort:
“How can you say that, Mother? See how quick he is, and how cheerful! The previous one would sulk if even
one guest arrived, but this one doesn’t mind, even though the house is like a hotel these days.”
Dadi knew why the house was being dubbed a hotel. Since she had come, a lot of her nephews and cousins had
been dropping by to see her. But she decided to let that one pass.
“Dear Younger One, tie up my wisdom in a corner of your sari like good money. Always keep a dumb servant.
A smart one will eventually shave you with your own razor,” she added.
But who listened to her anyway? Little Sanjay had become an ardent admirer of Bhola.
“He is such a terrific shot, Mother,” he’d say. “He can toss a coin in the air and hit it with my air gun.”
Whenever the radio broadcast the news, Bhola pricked [up]\fn{ My edit.} his ears like a rabbit. As the Younger
One looked at his worried face while the radio gave the latest about the battlefront, she felt a deep fondness for
her patriotic servant, who’d leave a roti on the griddle to keep abreast of the national news.
Then Bhola took to going for long walks at night. Dadi pointed this out to the Younger One, but her previous
servant had tendered his resignation at being checked once too often about his nocturnal habits.
“What headache is it of ours?” she asked her mother-in-law, a trifle irritated. “After all, he finishes his job
before leaving, doesn’t he?”
But inside her the worm of worry began to gnaw. Once, when she got up at midnight to go to the toilet, hadn’t
she seen Bhola quietly sneak back into his quarters with a hefty stranger with a big mustache?
What should she do? Confide in her mother-in-law? What if he turned out to be merely a fellow villager of
Bhola’s? What if Bhola felt insulted and left?
The next morning Bhola came in as usual with her tea.
“I went to see a midnight film, ma’am,” he smiled. “Sorry your tea is a little late.”
Who could get angry with so polite a retainer?
“All right, Bhola,” the Younger One said, completely mollified. “Go and give Ammaji her tea in her steel
tumbler. She fasts on Ekadasi.”\fn{A note reads: Ekadasi, the eleventh day of each lunar month, is a holy day for widows.}
Initially, Ammaji had refused to drink tea made by a servant, but when her daughter-in-law underscored the
kanyakubja Brahmin-hood of Bhola many times, she had felt her resistance give way.
But on that same evening of Ekadasi, Bhola’s mask slipped. The Younger One sat reading, when the children
rushed in excitedly.
“Mother, we saw Bhola perform a namaz.\fn{A note reads: The namaz is the Islamic ritual prayer.} And Mother, he has
many maps spread on the floor and he and a fat man with a mustache are reading them.”
She followed the children and peeped. The room was littered with paper, and a wireless kit stood in a corner.
Bhola and his companion were whispering and drawing lines on a map. The Younger One now knew the game.
She shut the bolt from the outside and raised an alarm.
Within minutes a crowd began to collect. Rumors changed the sex of the offenders many times, and bloated the
numbers of the suspects to twenty. When the room was broken open, the wireless apparatus and foreign maps
confirmed that the two were indeed enemy spies whose real names were Hamid and Latif. They were paratroopers
sent to collect valuable information.
The fat red-eyed man, who owned the fruit juice shop around the corner, and had lost a son in the last IndoPakistani war, came forward with a fat stick.
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“My friends, today I shall eat my roti with their curried livers.”
The crowd stepped back in fear and glee.
“Yes, yes, go ahead, Praji,” they screamed.
Just then Dadi spoiled things by running into the crowd and clinging to the fat man’s arm.
“No, my son, no! Your son will not return thus.”
But the man’s eyes were spouting fire.
“I don’t care, I must have my revenge,” he bellowed.
Dadi hung on to his arms. She let go only when the police arrived.
“Hold on, son, the guilty will not go unpunished,” she kept saying.
The police soon took away the culprits and the hitherto awestruck crowd suddenly turned into a loud mass of
courageous knights.
“How terrible! This old woman spoiled things for everyone. Otherwise what fun we’d have had!”
“Think of it, had we landed in their territory, would they have left us alive? Never!”
“That's right! They’d have fed us to their dogs.”
“This is why we Hindus always get left behind. We know how to die, but not how to take revenge.”
Dadi rounded up her family like a mother hen and brought them back into the house. The Younger One was
still trembling.
“Ammaji, for so long I kept a snake in my sleeve—suppose he had bitten us?”
Ammaji's old heart had forgiven the snake long ago. Wasn’t he someone’s son too? Wasn’t he doing it for his
country? But her die-hard beliefs demanded a harsher personal expiation.
“On the holy Ekadasi day of the Pitripaksha, he made me drink his tea; thus he made me forever guilty in front
of the souls of our ancestors. I must leave immediately for Varanasi for holy dips in the Ganges."
Dadi’s cheeks were wet with grief.
The very same night, leaving behind a contrite Younger One, a sobbing pair of grandchildren, and a
husbandless rag doll, Dadi left for Varanasi, for a hundred and twenty holy dips to be followed by the gift of
sesame seeds and milk and a milch cow to the Brahmins, to expiate the sin of imbibing Hamiduddin Khan’s
tumbler of tea on the holiest day of the Pitripaksha.
10.47 A Dog’s Life\fn{by Shaukat Siddiqi (1923-2006)} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 5
There was a curfew on for the night. The autumn wind keened as it blew in sharp gusts and dogs barked in the
deserted streets. Casanovo Hotel appeared to doze in the mysterious quiet. A deathly stillness reigned over the
ballroom, empty glasses lay upturned in the bar. The swirl of smoke which always poured out of the kitchenchimney was no longer there. The window opening on the side-lane was closed and Tauntiya sat in the inky
shadow of the wall.
It was Tauntiya’s wont, as the night deepened and the crowds thinned out at the shopping centers, to wind his
way to the narrow side-lane, gaze up at the kitchen’s dim light straining against the smoke and wait for someone’s
shadow to loom in the window. If no one showed up for sometime he would invariably lose his temper and shout,
“Hey, you dirty rotters, don’t you remember your dad out here? How long do you think I am going to wait?”
Inside the kitchen the waiters would hoot with laughter while the head cook leaned out of the window to say:
“What’s the damned hurry? Let something come from one of the tables.” And Tauntia, rocking on his .heels,
would shout back to show he felt relieved: “Bravo! You are super! Live long, your highness.”
Either the aged head cook longed to be called “your highness” or he was moved by pity or merely by a sense
of his own superiority tagged on to his longing or by pity or a feeling of superiority alone—whatever the reason
the thought would never be far from his mind that Tauntiya would certainly be out there in the dark; that it was
becoming colder and his matted hair must be getting wet with dew, his hungry looks must be fixed at the window,
that he loved the pungency of imported liquors and relished its bitter taste. Although he didn’t have a moment’s
peace, with the waiters marching in to shower him with still more orders, the head cook would keep thinking of
Tauntiya. Peals of laughter would ring through the ballroom as people touched glass and the orchestra played on.
Then someone from among the diners would depart, one of the waiters would clean up the table and bring the
leftovers, including a thimbleful of liquor, to the kitchen; the head cook would sprinkle it on the scraps and walk
up to the window. Seeing him there, Tauntiya would dash forward impatiently but the head cook would step back
to enjoy his restiveness, saying: “You would like to have it at once, you scamp, don’t you? There is some real
liquor in it. You better beg for it.” Tauntiya’s famished eyes would gleam, his lips tremble and his straggling
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mustache tickle his teeth. He would start wheedling the head cook: “Why torture me! The hunger in me is raging
like a furnace.” All at once the head cook would remember that he still had many orders to tend, the manager
might rebuke him again and he would dump the contents of the tray into Tauntiya’s shirt-front. Tauntiya would
salute him in military fashion, thoroughly savor the mishmash doled out to him, drive away the dog standing by
his side and abuse his benefactor in a loud voice; and the head cook would go on laughing like a fool. Maybe he
also longed to be abused.
But tonight the window remained closed. Tauntiya shouted, coaxed and cursed, all in vain. The aged head cook
didn’t seem at all eager to hear himself called “your highness.” Pity did not move him, his sense of superiority
couldn’t spur him on, and he found himself unable to laugh at the curses which Tauntiya hurled at him. Along
with some panicky waiters he sat frightened in the kitchen and the window was not opened. Giving up all hope
Tauntiya searched along the ground in the dark and came upon some scraps of dry toast which he shoved into his
mouth and chewed away. The stale butter had a sour taste which reminded him of the bitterness of booze. Nearby
a rather skinny dog worried a bone with obvious pleasure. The relish with which he mumbled the bone got on
Tauntiya’s nerves. He kicked it spitefully and said: “I feel so bloody frustrated and the bastard is having all the
fun.” The dog set up a howl as it streaked along and the noise it made rebounded off the high buildings to
reverberate through the dark reaches of the lane. At once the shadowy figures of some policemen emerged at the
end of the lane where a lantern, a municipal affair, cast a ghostly light. Someone asked loudly: “Who is there?”
Then the bright beam of a torch swept across Tauntiya’s figure, who, getting quite flustered, dashed off in the
opposite direction. A gun was fired at him, the sound booming through the mysterious stillness, and a bullet
grazed past Tauntiya’s feet. Keeping close to the walls and their shadows he reached one of the main, broad and
well-lit streets and rushed into the verandah of a big house. All its doors were locked but the room at the corner
had a window open and he climbed through it into the house and shut it hurriedly.
And when the tramp and clatter of heavy boots faded in the distance and silence returned to the street he rose,
steadying himself. It was dark in the room except for a faint light streaming through the skylight. A long table
stood against the wall, littered with books and loose papers. A tin of cigarettes was also there. Tauntiya startled as
he espied it and realized that there was no one in the room. A deep stillness pervaded the house from end to end.
He approached the table, picked up the tin and opened it, took out a cigarette and put the tin back. He did not light
the cigarette though and opening a door which led into another room, peered in. No one was there either, so he
walked in. It was as dimly lit as the other room. Old newspapers lay strewn on the floor. Two empty cots stood
near the wall. A shabby-looking gown hung from a hook. Tauntiya felt it with his hand. It was made of woolen
cloth and he became painfully aware that the night was very cold. He put on the gown and stepped into yet
another room, moving as if he were sleepwalking. The room was brightly lit and he called out:
“Hey, is anyone here? Is anyone here? Anyone here?”
Thrice he called aloud and every time his voice wasted itself against the silent walls and died away. He went
and reclined on a cozy sofa, his mind almost a blank. For the first time that night he realized that he was very
tired, needed rest more than food, and was shivering with cold. Sleepily he looked at a Grecian statue made of
metal which stood on the mantelpiece and it seemed to him as drowsy and lonesome as himself.
He rose and approached the fireplace, picked up the statue and at once panicked as if it held some mysterious
force which had changed itself into metal and congealed, as though it were. some traveler who had been
wandering aimlessly for centuries and had come to a stop out of weariness. He looked around him timidly. The
lights were on, the deep green shade of the walls looked particularly somnolent, the silence was total, not a
whisper anywhere, and he was shivering with cold. He needed rest and pushed into yet another room. It too was
empty and dark, a door-curtain keeping out the light from the adjoining room. Flustered by the gloom, he grabbed
the curtain and tore it down. Light at once flooded in and he smiled. There was no bed in the room and the floor
was exceedingly cold. His naked soles tingled. A pair of wardrobes stood against the wall: and he threw one of
them open. It contained some unwashed clothes which he tossed out peevishly. Then be eyed the wardrobe with a
sense of relief. Now he could not only rest but keep out the cold by sleeping in it. He felt as though the wardrobe
as well as the room belonged to him. He wished to take another look at the other rooms. As he closed the
wardrobe, a mirror fixed on one of its panels swung round to face him and he saw his reflection: tangled hair, the
color of dust, thick, straggling mustache, a dirty, unkempt beard, a blurred face wearing a frantic look. Refusing to
reconcile himself to the image before him he hurled the metal statue at it. The mirror shivered into pieces with a
ringing sound and a young girl ran out from behind the wardrobe, screaming.
Terror seized Tauntiya and he asked: “Hey, who are you?”
“I am Nimmo,” said the girl. Not only did his nervousness leave him but he even felt cross with himself for
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getting into a funk through her, a chit of a girl, and flew into a temper.
“You bitch! What have you been doing here?”
The girl still appeared rather scared and said: “I was afraid. So I hid myself.”
He asked her: “Are you all by yourself here? Isn’t there anyone else?”
The girl explained: “The doctor! He left this evening. I asked him to take me along in his car but he didn’t. He
couldn’t help it though. There were only two seats available on the plane.” As she said this a childish innocence lit
up her features. “So he left and the madam with him, and baby also.” She now looked a little sad.
He asked rather casually: “Who is the baby?”
All at once her face brightened up as if no longer under a cloud. She gaily said: “Their baby, it was so gentle.
such a cute little thing, almost like a doll. Come. I will show you.” She moved towards one of the outer rooms and
he followed her without a word. The girl pointed out a picture on the wall in which a lovely baby was running
after a ball. There was laughter on its face and it was holding out its hands.
The girl remarked: “Look, isn’t he sweet?” And Tauntiya said to himself: “The child is chasing the ball but it is
not a ball but Nimmo herself and he will never get hold or her again. She misses him so much but the child is
laughing. Why should he be sad? He will find some other Nimmo.” And he preemptly took the picture down and
dashed it on the floor.
The girl was terrified: “What have you done?”
Tauntiya said: “You slut, you are just a little goose. Why, he is the same damned doctor’s baby who left you
here in the lurch and ran away to save his skin.”
Apparently his words made no sense to her. She picked up the ruined picture and began to look at it.
Meanwhile Tauntiya thought that she is nothing but a silly goose and here am I, shivering with cold and there is a
shooting pain in the running sore I have got on my foot. He said to her: “Hi, girlie, go fetch me a little mustard oil.
I am going to rub it on the wound on my foot.”
The girl came close to him.
“What happened to your foot?”
And he told her: “I have got a running sore here.”
She showed interest in his open sore: “Why don’t you get it properly treated?”
He said: “I have done my utmost to effect a cure. Even got myself hospitalized. But the doctors, the devil take
them, they are a right crooked lot. The swines didn’t even bother to treat me. You know what they said: ‘Better
have yourself amputated up to your knee. Otherwise your leg, all of it, will turn into a festering mess.’ Well, I
wasn’t born yesterday either. So the night before they were to operate on me, I jumped down the window in my
ward and bolted. Since then I have never been to see any of those twines. Make do with mustard oil and it suits
me.”
And Nimmo immediately pulled up her shalwar to show her calf: “Look, what a big scar. I had such a big
wound and the doctor healed it.”
On the other hand Tauntiya began to think: my foot looks so repulsive, smothered in dirty rags, the sore
running, while Nimmo has such lovely legs. There is an aura of virginity around her face, tender and unspoilt. She
radiates the freshness of youth. And to him she was no longer Nimmo but a girl and a woman. At this wakened a
new train of thought in his mind: Everything in the house belongs to me, this beautiful room, the velvety sofa, the
rippling curtains, the shiny, green wall and, of course, Nimmo who was a girl, a woman almost; and he had never
been so close to a woman before.
Nimmo looked at his face, noticed its frenzied appearance and the lust in his bleary eyes and she was abashed
as well as unnerved. She pulled her shalwar down to conceal her calf. He was infuriated and reached out for her.
She backed away out of fear. He became still more resentful, grabbed her clumsily, tore her dress into pieces, and
bit her on the cheeks. He mauled her tender breasts and plump arms next and didn’t in fact layoff. till he had
nipped her all over. At first Nimmo looked on, numb with fright, then she screamed and finally passed out.
Nimmo lay there naked on the floor with teeth-marks all over her body. Her bruised cheeks looked bluish and
her lips bled. There was a profound hush in the room. The winter wind blew without, moaning and sobbing. He
covered her naked body with the shabby gown and sat down on the floor to have a smoke.
He sat there quietly smoking a cigarette. The smoke traced spirals in the air, the silence held out. Then
suddenly a muffled noise, as of many men talking together, reached his ears from the back of the house. He paid
no attention to it and kept on smoking. The noise slowly drifted closer. He heard them climb the outer wall and
jump in. Mysterious footsteps echoed through the courtyard. The door of his room flew open and several men
came in. Tauntiya saw them and smoked on, saying nothing, as if they were all known to him, as if he knew them
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all the time.
Someone from among them asked: “Hey, who the hell are you?”
“Tauntiya!” And he looked at them as though saying: “Don’t you know me?”
At last it seemed they did recognize him and laughed. Then they pointed towards Nimmo and asked: “Who is
she?”
“A girl,” replied Tauntiya and the smile which appeared on his lips was ironical as well as bold.
They crowded around her. Someone pushed the gown off and said in a shocked voice: “Hey, she is all naked.”
And they all leaned forward to have a good look. They kept staring at her uneasily. In the end one of them said:
“Hey, she is dead. What are you looking at her for?”
The gown was thrown back over her. They scattered in all directions and looked around, full of curiosity. Then
someone said: “That swine of a doctor carted off the whole lot. Not even pickings left there.” And they looked at
Tauntiya again.
“What the hell do you think are you doing here? Do you want to be burnt alive, you scoundrel?”
One of them stepped out and pushed Tauntiya roughly towards the door: “Come on, beat it!”
Tauntiya looked at him spitefully, “Don’t you rough me up, man. A few plain words would do. I am not going
to stick around.”
And he walked out of the house.
The moment he found himself out there he felt that he was back in the same street with the same flickering
lights around and there was the doctor’s house in front of him; and neither the house, nor the velvety sofa, nor the
waving curtains could belong to him. He was just Tauntiya. The gown he had on came in handy to cover Nimmo’s
body with, he had thrown away the Grecian statue, and he didn’t have another cigarette. The smoke poured out of
the doctor’s house, flames leaped up, doors crackled as they burned and the bated screams of Nimmo rang out
within. Tauntiya retraced his steps. Nimmo was still alive; besides he needed her yet. He plunged through the fire
to get inside and reach her. As soon as he saw him she clung to him and to carry her out of there was quite a job,
hemmed in, as he was, by thick blue smoke, roaring flames, and burning splinters of wood which fell down with a
shower of sparks. As he groped and staggered through the smoke to find his way it looked as if he was almost on
fire but he did stumble out at last. His face was scorched and his beard, thoroughly singed, appeared absolutely
dreadful. Opening her eyes Nimmo glanced at him and he seemed as creepy to her as some spectral goblin
belonging to a fairy tale. She was terrified and shut her eyes again and he walked on, keeping close to the walls
and never leaving the footpath.
With Nimmo in his arms he plodded on in the shadows of the walls, his face smarting with burns. Then a
police lorry drew up near him, several policemen stepped out of it and stopped him.
“Where are you coming from?” And Tauntiya held out Nimmo towards them: “I rescued this girl from a house
on fire.” They parted the gown to have a look. Nimmo, speechless with terror, stared at them. Tauntiya hastily
pushed their hands away: “Hey, don’t undo the gown. She has nothing on.” And they guffawed:
“But where are you taking her, you swine!”
This puzzled him and he asked: “Why?”
They laughed impudently: “Hey, put her down, you?”
Tauntiya let Nimmo down on her feet. She stood silent on the footpath. Tauntiya was silent too. They all
looked at her, took her by the arm and pushed her aside.
“She will go with us on the lorry. She is going to live in the refugee camp.” And they walked off with Nimmo
towards the lorry. She said nothing.
Tauntiya said again and again: “She shall live with me. I saved her from the fire. She must live with me.” But
the policemen, paying no heed to his cries, boarded the lorry with Nimmo. The lorry moved on. He started after it
dreamily.
The lorry receded in the distance and so did Nimmo, whose body was soft as the swaying curtain, whose
tender and unspoilt face had an aura of virginity about it and radiated the freshness of youth, who was merely a
girl, a woman he had been close to, whom he had touched. And the lorry vanished in the night. He angrily spat on
the pavement and jogged down the street.
He plodded on wearily. He had nowhere to go. Right in front of him houses burned, flames moved to and fro,
smoke spiraled upwards and the screams that rang out now and then were harrowing. He did not go any further,
turned into a street of middling width and jumped into a drain. It was muddy and dark in there and terribly smelly.
He struck a. match and discovered that he stood in mud, and a naked corpse lay near him, swollen and rigid, its
tongue hanging out, its eyes wide open with terror as if saying: “See, how mercilessly was I cut down. I took no

852

revenge. I should have avenged myself.” He moved away from it and found himself a dry place to sit down.
He thought as he sat in the dark that there was nothing but gloom and slime around him A dead body was
rotting near at hand, its tongue lolling out, its eyes wide open. Overhead the wind was blowing hard and moaning.
Meanwhile a man, who seemed to be in a flap, came to a stop near the drain. Tauntiya watched him:
“Why stand there in the mud? Come here, it’s clean where I am, no mud.”
Shaken badly, the man cried out: “Who are you”"
“I may be anybody,” replied Tauntiya. “If you want to stick to the mud that’s your lookout. If not, come here.”
And the man did as he was told and sat down without a word.
After a while he enquired in a low voice: “Are you a Hindu or a Muslim?”
Tauntiya became annoyed and said: “I may be anybody! What’s a Hindu or a Muslim to you, you fucker. What
I want to know is do you have a cigarette on you?”
The man replied: “No, I don’t have any cigarettes. I don’t know how I managed to escape with my life. And all
you can think of is cigarettes.”
Tauntiya had a hearty laugh. “Go on, you are just a dud.”
The man kept silent for some time before blurting out, “Whew, what an awful stink!”
Tauntiya lit a match and pointed out the rotting body to him: “Look, there lies some one rotting away.”
Struck with terror he slid a little closer to Tauntiya and exclaimed in a voice which suggested he was deeply
moved: “Ha, poor man!”
Tauntiya said: “I too feel unhappy about it, buddy. But the government is so bloody incredible. So much meat
going waste, getting spoilt. Let me tell you something about the last war. We were in action in the Burmese
jungles. It so happened the Japs bombed the hell out of the road linking us to the headquarters. We stopped getting
our supplies. The less said about our plight the better. We started eating the pack mules. But mule-meat is awfully
bad. You could never digest the damned thing. Then they began air-dropping our supplies. We got dried meat in
tins. I tell you it was real joy to eat the tinned stuff. Now I ask you, with so many people getting killed in the riots
every day there is hell of a lot of meat going plain waste. Why doesn’t the government get it dried and tinned. It
will come in handy when there is a famine. Anyway, we are already in the middle of a famine. The meat will help
those starving to get by. Hey, isn’t it a great idea?” And Tauntiya thumped his back, remarking: “Oho! real beefy
chap, I say. When you die there will be plenty of meat and a bucketful of fat too.”
The man sprung up, terrified, and as he did so the money in his pockets jingled.
Tauntiya wasted no time in collaring him: “You seem to have a lot of money on you, louse. Out with it now!”
The man stammered out in a choked voice, “Let go off my neck,” and Tauntiya released him.
He said: “Why take it out on someone already down-right wretched?”
Tauntiya laughed: “So that I can help myself to your money. It is as simple as that.” With this he shoved him
backwards, got on to his chest as he fell, took a firm grip on his neck and said: “Now will you let me have it
without any more of your fiddle-faddle or shall I strangle you?”
Thoroughly rattled the man said: “It’s all in my inner pocket. Take it.”
Tauntiya went through his pockets and relieved him of everything, bank notes, silver coins and even small
change.
He said in an ingratiating manner: “Leave something for me too.”
Tauntiya laughed again: “The hell I will. You have had your fun and for a long time too. No harm being down
and out for a change.”
“You have no pity in you,” he said. “My house has been ransacked and set ablaze. They have killed my wife
and my children, and kidnapped my young daughters. I am left with nothing. I had my honor and I have lost it
also.”
The man seemed exceedingly gloomy but Tauntiya went on laughing. “Hey, what’s in it to get so upset about?
Someone or the other would have walked off with your daughters anyway. So what does it matter if they got in
first. First come, first served, you know.”
The man said nothing. He found Tauntiya detestable and wanted to leave but life was dear to him and he did
not budge from there.
Tauntiya teased him again: “Don’t be so bloody mum. Say something.”
The man was annoyed and said: “You don’t seem to have done anything in your life except making others
miserable, isn’t it so?”
Tauntiya felt indignant: “Should I tell you the things I have done, you say? I worked as a road-laborer under
scorching sun, as a night watchman in the dead of winter. Joined the army and got bullet wounds in action. I have
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thieved, I have been to prison, I have been beaten up and abused,” and having rattled off all this he paused to
laugh nonchalantly and went on, “and now I go about half-starved, eat the leftovers of drunken diners, get into
scraps with stray dogs over a piece of meat, and roam the lonesome roads at this time of winter shivering with
cold. Say, mister wise guy, have you done as much? Be damned, if you haven’t.” And Tauntiya landed a
resounding slap on his face. “Swine! Sonofabitch! Tries to be a high-hat for no reason.”
The man, who was numb with fear, didn’t say a word. But Tauntiya, who was already bored with him, with the
drain and the dark, scrambled out on to the street. The wind of autumn blew hard and moaned. It was quite late in
the night. The pale glow of the moon could be seen coming up from behind the deserted buildings. The withered
trees, stripped leafless by autumn, appeared all a tangle like so many cobwebs. Tauntiya walked beneath their
wavering shadows, the dry leaves crunching under his feet like ghostly whispers. The piteous screams which
echoed through the night somewhere behind him became faint and his monstrous shadow swung across the lonely
road like a ghost. He walked on as if in a daze. Then as be rounded a corner someone challenged him: “Who is
there?”
Taken aback Tauntiya looked up and saw a soldier armed with a rifle coming towards him. He turned back and
tried to conceal himself in the shadows cast by the walls. The soldier called out sharply: “Hey there, halt!” But
Tauntiya only quickened his pace. A shot rang out, reverberating through the deserted road and a bullet tore
through Tauntiya’s ribs. He collapsed on the pavement and the soldier came up and stopped near him.
Tauntiya looked at him and said convulsively: “You are a good shot, soldier boy. I too was a sharpshooter once
upon a time. But nobody gives a damn for such things. The war came to an end and you can see the state I am in.”
And he threw the bank-notes, silver coins and small change he held in his clenched hands out on the road. The
soldier, leaning on his rifle, looked on in astonishment. It was enough to set Tauntiya’s nerves on edge.
“What are you going at? Pick it up. Don’t be so stuck-up, you swine. Who knows, you may fare no better than
me in the long run. This money will help you to scrape through.”
The soldier kicked him, picked up the money, and walked away.
Tauntiya’s wound went on bleeding, his body twisted and turned on the lonely road. The wind made a sobbing
sound, as it blew about, and dogs howled in empty lanes.
It was a night of curfew, a night of rioting, the last night of rioting, the last night of Tauntiya’s life. Tauntiya
died but hunger lived on in his wildly staring eyes.
34.174 & 78.454 1. The Wan Moon 2. The Rough And The Smooth: Two Short Stories\fn{by Shiri Gangadhar Gadgil
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1
The train was speeding through a region all burnt up by the summer heat. People sat squeezed and in odd
postures in the overcrowded coaches. They twisted and turned their bodies in various attitudes to rest their sore
and aching limbs. Then they helplessly gave up the effort. Some of them had dozed off and were leaning
awkwardly against other people’s shoulders. Some were wiping off with the hanging ends of their turbans the
sweat that streaked down their faces and necks. One of them was drinking water and the lump in his throat moved
up and down uncomfortably. The faces of the men-folk were ash-colored and sticky with grime. The women’s
faces were blanched and drooping. Their hair was dry and fluttered lifelessly in the dry breeze.
The sun beat down upon them through the windows. Gusts of hot wind brought in clouds of dust.
She sat there humped and squeezed in a crowded compartment. She had a baby in her lap. She had covered it
with the end of her sari, and only its rickety legs jutted out from underneath it. It whimpered and kicked when it
woke up spasmodically. Then she gently stroked its head until it lapsed into uneasy sleep. Her two little daughters
sat next to her on the edge of the bench. They were skinny and odd looking. Narrow strips of foreheads, flat noses
that broadened awkwardly at the tips, uncouth lips, receding, almost non-existent chins—that about sums up their
looks. One of them was slightly bigger than the other. She had a fairer skin and had more flesh on her. The dark
one, however, was more lively and alert. The fair one blinked constantly.
The girls had been almost pushed off their seats by other people who had asked them time and again “to move
up a little.” But that did not really bother them. They were used to discomfort. Besides, they were lost in the
tremendous excitement of traveling on a train. Their eyes, bright with wonder, pecked at everything around them.
They whispered their comments in each other’s ears.
The father of the girls sat opposite, dozing, resting his head awkwardly on the back of the seat. His heavy face
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was glazed with sweat. His jaw had dropped and his half open mouth made him look all the more querulous.
The luggage lay at their feet between the seats. There was a brass water-flask and two non-descript steel
trunks. One of them, given to the woman by her mother, was in some sort of shape, but the other was battered and
in a ramshackle condition. Its padlock had come off so that it had to be tied up with a clothes-line. It was too big
to be pushed under the seat. So it lay there between the seats making it impossible for the woman to stretch her
legs. This one had been given to the woman by her mother-in-law. A rolled up mattress lay on the steel box. The
clothes bundled inside it hung out from its sides.
The woman was seated by the window. Less than twenty-five, she looked even younger. She had a stunted
body that looked deceptively girlish. She was simple-hearted like a child. She never had the opportunity to
experience the exuberance of youth and the fullness of maturity. Nor was she ever likely to have it.
She wore a faded sari. After all she was the mother of three children and nothing better was expected of her.
She sat modestly with drooping shoulders. She was bending over the child to make it lie in a comfortable position.
For years now she had been bending like this with the children in her lap or over her work, so that sitting with a
bent back had become her habitual posture. Her sagging breasts were a pitiful sight. She looked fragile and
lifeless. Her hair was limp and dull. The child had pulled at it in one of its fits of ill temper and a strand of her
tresses lay across her cheek like a sear.
Time and again the child sucked at her breast and drained away a few drops of milk.
Her daughters were pecking at everything with bright eager eyes. They whispered in each other’s ears through
cupped hands and giggled. The younger one espied the loose end of a man’s turban, hanging oddly over his ear.
“Oh, mother!” she exclaimed, closing her mouth with her palm.
“What is it?” asked the elder sister shaking her by the shoulder.
The younger one jerked her finger at the man’s turban. But the elder sister was clumsy and did not understand.
So she kept on shaking the other girl by the shoulder. The younger sister giggled again and shook her head selfimportantly. She would not tell the elder sister until she was close to tears. When at last she had had enough fun
out of teasing her, she relented.
“Do you really want me to tell?” she asked.
“Yes, yes,” pleaded the other girl.
So the younger sister told her about the loose end of the turban and then both of them started giggling. They
put their palms across their mouths and giggled uncontrollably.
They laughed until they attracted their mother’s attention and made her envious. That is really what they were
looking forward to. The mother impatiently shook her elder daughter by the shoulder and asked:
“What is it? Tell me. What is it?”
“Shall I tell?” asked the girl, turning to her sister.
“Um, hum! No, indeed,” said the younger girl and emitted a malicious giggle. So the elder one giggled too and
pushed her mother’s hand off her shoulder.
The two girls treated their mother as if she were a younger and stupid sister of theirs. This added spice to their
petty pleasures.
The mother looked downcast. She felt stupid and lonesome because she was not let into their secret. She shook
them by the shoulder and pleaded with them. But the girls grew more and more coy. They just giggled. Rolled
their eyes and giggled. The woman lost her temper. She raised her girlish voice and shouted:
“What is this? Why don’t you tell me?”
This disturbed her husband's sleep. He irately waved his hand across his nose. The woman froze with fright. So
did the girls. They all eyed the man with fear. But luckily he dozed off again and they all celebrated their narrow
escape from his anger with a secret exchange of smiles.
“Aha! Aha! That served her right,” exclaimed the girls when they had recovered from the fright, waving a
pointed finger teasingly in front of their mother’s face.
This annoyed her all the more and she pinched one of the girls. The girl squirmed with pain. She wanted to
scream. But she paused and thought the better of it. The scream would have awakened their father and he would
have shouted at her mother. He might very likely have slapped her too. A stinging slap across the cheek! She did
not want to risk it. So she kept quiet. But she gave her mother an injured look and shook her little finger to
indicate that she was no longer on speaking terms with her. The younger girl, too, did the same. They knew they
could make their mother pretty miserable that way.
The woman puffed her cheeks angrily and looked away. Nobody had ever treated her as a mature, grown-up
woman. Her husband treated her sometimes like a child and sometimes like a maid-servant. He was not really a
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wicked man. But he was obstinate and quite selfish. Her mother-in-law and other elderly women in the house used
to order her about. Much of her time was spent with children. She had to understand them and it was only to them
that she could freely express her thoughts and feelings. No wonder she thought and behaved liked a child.
The girls soon forgot this interlude and began to search for new excitement with eager eyes. Their eyes had a
malignant glint like those of a lizard on a wall looking intently for prey.
Suddenly they noticed that their father’s head was dropping forward. It kept on drooping that way. This
frightened them all. Involuntarily they all clung together digging their fingers into each other’s arms. They kept
on staring at the drooping head as if bewitched. Their heads leaned forward with an odd sympathetic movement.
The younger girl was bolder than the rest. She tried to touch her father’s knee and call out to him to wake him
up. But her hand never touched the knee and the words died on her lips. The man’s head drooped more and more.
Meanwhile the baby woke up. It stretched its body and started screaming and kicking. The frightened woman
and the girls tried to quieten him. The woman pushed a nipple in his mouth. But the baby kept on screaming.
The man woke up with a start. The woman crouched over the baby like an animal expecting a blow. The girls’
eyes fluttered. But they were lucky. The man did not lose his temper. He only said gruffly:
“Well! Why is the baby crying? You didn’t beat him, did you?”
“Why would I beat him?” she mumbled.
“What did you say? When are you ever going to learn to talk loudly and distinctly? Eh!” He spoke in a gruff
superior tone, which he adopted when making fun of one of his stupid students.
The girls could not make out from his manner of speaking that he was in a jovial mood. So they smiled
obediently and also with a sense of relief.
The woman was annoyed. Not with her husband but with the girls because they laughed. She however
controlled herself and said in an even, respectful voice:
“It is very warm in here. That is why the baby is crying.”
“Well! Well! You are feeling warm, are you? What else could happen anyway if you are muffled up in a sari all
the time?” said the father. He said this loudly and over and over again. He wanted his wife as well as everybody
else to understand how very stupid she was.
But all this effort was really uncalled for. She had accepted long ago that she was a stupid person.
The man picked up the baby—his only son—fondly. He wiped the boy’s perspiring face with one end of his
dhoti and made him stand near the window. The fresh air and the passing scene made the child happy. It started
playing with the window bars.
“Look now. See how happy he is,” said the father to drive his point home again.
The woman smiled weakly. After all she was stupid, wasn’t she? Why then make so much fuss about it?
The proud father fondled the baby. He did it with a certain condescension but with evident pleasure. The girls
and the mother looked on obediently and happily. They were all convinced for the time being that it was nice to
fondle a baby although otherwise they found it very tiresome to humor a child. The girls too started playing with
the little boy.
“Won’t you come to me?” asked one of the girls, holding out her hands towards the baby.
But the child showed resentment.
The other girl tried her own methods of persuasion. But again there were screams of protest. The father
slapped the girl fondly and said:
“Why must you bother him?”
They all laughed.
But the woman felt inexplicably jealous. She wished she had behaved foolishly and received that fond slap. It
was a foolish thought and she knew it. After all that is not the way a husband behaves towards his wife. So she
tried to forget about it and looked out of the window and for a moment experienced vividly the sense of speed.
She was reminded of her childhood and how she, along with her friends, rode high on the swing. They used to
sing then in high pitched voices and the rhythm of the swing used to be rhythm of their songs.
She was reminded of a tune. She hummed it and it floated away on the breeze. It floated away carrying with it
memories of a happiness so ecstatic that it hurt her to think about it.
For a moment she was riding high on a fair breeze that was happiness.
Everything looked enchanted. She saw a little house-just the house she had built for herself in her childhood
dreams.
“Look! What a lovely little house!” she cried.
Her gaiety surprised and disturbed her husband. He looked at the house and said in a superior, matter of fact
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tone:
“Well! What is so exciting about it? It is a house like any other house. It is not the Taj Mahal. It is just an
ordinary house. What is so exciting about it?”
He said this loudly and sarcastically so that everybody might hear and appreciate his wisdom. Nobody took
any notice of him. But he was not going to allow his thoughtful remarks to be ignored. So he looked at his
daughters and asked:
“What do you think of that, girls?”
The girls laughed sheepishly. Rather too obediently for his liking. They evidently had not caught the point. So
he repeated his words with enough stress to show off his own knowledge of existing monuments such as the Taj
Mahal and the ignorance of his wife in matters beyond the household.
Why had he to do it? Why? The woman did not ask herself that question but just sat there helplessly like a
tormented, captive bird. But her husband was not satisfied with that. He took a sadistic delight in making her
unhappy and in erasing her personality.
He turned to his little son:
“Who is stupid, my darling? Who is stupid?”
He evidently wanted his son to point at his wife. But the child unpredictably turned round and pointed at him.
“You!”
The man cried, passing it off as a joke.
“You!”
The little woman burst out into hysterical laughter. She utterly forgot herself and splashed around in a puddle
of childish glee. Her husband was annoyed but he tried to wear a smiling face. The little woman however kept on
laughing. Peals upon peals of laughter. There was no stopping her.
This was too much for her husband.
“Stop it!” he shouted. “What is there so funny about it? Why are you laughing like a donkey?”
His tone was menacing and her laughter died abruptly on her lips. The frothy merriment suddenly vanished.
She was back in her cage. Once again she sat there with dropping shoulders. This reassured and pleased her husband and to clinch the matter, he growled:
“Now hold the baby, will you? And it is time the children had something to eat. Wipe the baby’s face clean.
Don’t you see it is dirty?”
She obediently started doing all these chores. She poured a little water on a piece of cloth and wiped the baby’s
face with it. She cleaned the baby’s nose very delicately so that it would not scream and give another opportunity
to her husband to scold her. She then pleaded with the girls that they should hold the baby, while she served them
snacks. She opened a brass can and put the eatables on pieces of paper for the girls. She was careful to see that
both the pieces of paper had pictures on them, for otherwise the girls would have started quarreling over that. One
of the girls was fond of karanjis. So she served her an extra karanji. The other one was fond of chakalis. So she
gave her an extra chakali. She gave her husband a piece of paper and held the can to him so that he might help
himself. For however she served him and whatever she gave him, he always found fault with her.
She thus tried hard to please everybody and when they needed her services no more, she put a few of the
snacks on a piece of paper for herself and started eating with an appropriately guilty expression on her face. Her
mother-in-law never used to give her enough of anything to eat, so that to eat less than what she wanted had now
become a habit with her. While she ate, she had also to mind the baby. That made it impossible for her to eat with
relish. But that didn’t matter. For she knew her place and had accepted her role, and she could not make any
demands on anyone.
While eating, she thought of the numerous other chores she would have to attend to later. They were to reach
home late in the night. It would not be possible to get milk at that time. But the baby had to be fed. Otherwise it
would whimper and cry and that would annoy her husband. It would not be possible to prepare anything more
than a makeshift meal. And that was not likely to satisfy her husband or her daughters. Her husband would
certainly refuse to eat, if he was not served pickles. The younger daughter would not touch the food, if she was
not served a tasty curry. But what could she do about it?
These thoughts kept on revolving in her mind. The train sped on. The sun dipped in the western horizon and
the evening breeze spread coolness all around. The passengers, dazed so long by the suffocating heat of noon,
now came to life. They yawned and flexed their backs and started talking. She shared the general feeling of relief
and tidied up her hair with a sweep of her hand.
The train stopped at a station. A vendor was selling ice candy on the platform. The girls pressed their noses

857

against the window bars and stared at the vendor greedily. The woman too peered out of the window and looked
hopefully at the vendor. They all looked at the head of the family out of the corners of their eyes.
The younger girl was bolder than the rest. She asked her mother with a pretence of innocence:
“That man is selling ice candy. Isn’t he?”
“I don’t know. Why not ask your father?” said mother. The mother and the daughter eyed each other slyly.
The girl’s father was taken in by this stratagem.
“Yes. That man is selling ice candy all right. How about it, girls? Would you like to have some ?” he asked.
The girls giggled with their noses pressed against the window bars. The mother was forgotten. She kept on
looking hopefully at the candy bars. The younger girl ignored that look in her eyes. But the elder girl took pity on
her mother.
“Anna!” she said, “do give one to mother.”
The man looked at his wife and asked, “How about it? Do you want one?”
“Oh, no! What would I want candy for?” she protested.
“Don’t you listen to her. She would like to have one, I know,” said the girl.
“Why then don’t you say so?” growled the man and bought a bar of candy for her too.
The woman accepted it guiltily and sucked at it. It tasted sweet and cool. She paused to let that pleasant
sensation sink in. She then opened her mouth to suck at it again. But the baby had been looking intently at the
colored object. It thrust forward its hand to snatch it. The candy bar slipped from her hand and fell down on the
floor. It did not reach the expectantly open mouth of the woman this time.
That drove the woman mad with rage. She had had enough of her children and her miserable household. She
wanted to thrust the baby in its father’s arms and scream at him!
“Here are your children! You can do whatever you like with them! But I am through! Understand? I am
through!”
She wanted to get off the train and walk away. She would walk on and on until she dropped dead. Nothing
really mattered any more.
She, of course, did not do anything of that sort. The lid had blown off for a while. That was all. After a wild
surge of animal fury she landed again in the dark damp hole of her existence.
Just then a woman entered the coach. She was about the same age as this mother of three children. But there
was an air of ease and assurance about her. She ordered the coolie to put her luggage properly on the shelf and
when he began to demand excessive payment she curtly ticked him off. Having disposed of the coolie, she looked
around for a seat. Everybody was staring at her. But she coolly ignored them all.
The mother of three children looked at this woman and was fascinated by the way she bore herself. By an
automatic movement, she tidied up her sari and her hair, and her expression became more stupid and guilty.
“It looks as if she is a doctor,” she said. To her mind a woman having a dispensary or running a maternity
home of her own represented the pinnacle of feminine achievement. She glanced at her husband with a question in
eyes.
Her husband gave a start. She had caught him in the act of staring hungrily at that woman. So he tried to look
unconcerned and said contemptuously:
“Nonsense! She couldn’t be a doctor. I think she is just a nurse or a primary school teacher. She is giving
herself airs. That is all. You know how things are these days.”
The elegant woman walked up to them and rather curtly asked the man to move aside and make room for her.
He was occupying the space of two seats on a crowded train, and she showed her disapproval of his callous
attitude towards other passengers’ comforts by talking brusquely.
The man’s wife was amazed. She was alarmed for the woman. For her husband was certainly going to snub
her. She looked forward with bated breath to her husband’s grand performance.
But things turned out differently. Her husband apologetically pulled himself together and said:
“Certainly! Certainly! Do have a seat.”
The man’s wife was disturbed and perplexed. The other woman had reduced her giant-sized husband to the
stature of a timid little man. She stared at the woman with awe tinged with resentment.
But the respect was short-lived. She noticed that there was no kum-kum mark on the elegant woman’s
forehead. She was a widow. A miserable, wretched widow!
She instantly drew for herself the conventional picture of a widow and eyed that woman. But soon she had her
doubts. For there was not a trace of unhappiness on that woman’s face. She did not look a cringing, forlorn person
at all.
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Her mind wove confused ideas for a while and then suddenly there was a dark suspicion in her mind. That
elegant woman could be one of those women.
She involuntarily put her arm protectively round her daughters. She frowned at the woman with suspicion and
contempt.
The elegant woman did not notice that look of hers. It could not have occurred to her that this miserable,
insignificant-looking person could feel that way about her. Even had she noticed that look, she would not have
cared.
After a while, the woman took out some biscuits from her handbag. When she saw the children, she offered
them some as is customary. The girls stretched their hands timidly, watching their father for his reaction.
Their mother pushed aside their hands angrily. She wanted the woman to know what she thought of her. But to
her amazement her husband reacted differently. He smiled profusely and said:
“Now, now girls! Take what the nice lady in offering you.”
The girls accepted the biscuits, while their mother watched them uneasily.
Her husband was all smiles and was trying to make conversation. The woman experienced a cramp of
convulsive fright. For a moment she thought that the wily woman had cast a spell on her husband and was trying
to snatch him away from her. But she could soon see that the elegant woman was not responding to her husband’s
attempts to break conversational ice. In fact she was curtly distant so that the man was snubbed into silence. This
reassured the mother of three children but did not exactly please her. She was feeling very protective about her
family now and she did not like that the elegant woman should snub her husband.
But she scarcely looked at anyone for long. She sat quiet for a while. Then she showed some interest in the
girls. She smiled and then patted the one near to her.
“Do you go to school? It is a nice school? Does your teacher use a cane to punish children? Well! My teacher
used to do that.” So she went on talking pleasantly.
The girls’ mother thawed a bit. This was the talk of a nice well-bred woman. Women of easy virtue certainly
would not talk like that. She could not help being pleased with the way her younger daughter replied to these
questions. She certainly was smart.
“Is that your little sister?” she now asked pointing to the baby. She was talking to the girls but her question was
aimed at the mother.
“He is their little brother,” replied the mother with obvious pride.
“Oh! It that so? I would like to see the little darling.”
That wiped out the last trace of resentment in the woman’s mind. She proudly handed over her baby to the
other woman. The elegant woman fondled the child and kissed it on the cheek although it was none too clean.
That settled it finally. That certainly was the behavior of a nice woman brought up in a good, old-fashioned
family.
“I like children,” said the elegant woman. “Why! I spent my holidays with my uncle. There are lots of children
in his house and I certainly had a grand time with them.”
This naturally raised the question of who her uncle was. One question let to another as always happens when
women talk. Soon the mother of three children knew everything about the other. The elegant woman’s husband
had unfortunately died soon after the marriage. Her father did not like the idea that she should spend the rest of
her life as a household drudge in the family. So he had asked her to take a course in nursing. This she had done.
She had a nice job now and earned well. She did what she liked and had a good time. Her relatives were always
nice to her and invited her to spend her holidays with them.
The elegant woman glanced at her watch.
“We shall be at the next station in a few minutes,” she said with a smile. She looked in her tiny mirror and
tidied up her hair. She powdered her face and a delicate perfume floated in the air. Her eyes were bright and
expectant.
The mother of three children lapsed into silence. She felt envious of the other woman. She seemed to have all
the money and freedom and happiness she wanted. She was not saddled with children. Nor had she to cringe
before a husband.
A horrible idea took possession of the mother of three children, if only for a moment. It certainly is nice to be a
widow, she thought. One can have a lot of fun!
She suddenly realized how terrible and wicked the whole thought was. It offended everything she had been
taught to revere and have faith in. It made nonsense of everything she had lived and slaved for. Is it not a cardinal
sin for a devoted Hindu wife to think in that strain?
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But try as she might to dismiss the thought, it was always coming back to her.
The train stopped at the next station. The elegant woman peered through the window. A tall, well-groomed
youth waved his arm and called, “Vimal!”
“Oh, Sham!” she exclaimed and waved her little handkerchief to greet him.
The young man walked to the window and held her hand. He then jumped on to the train and they occupied the
two seats near the window.
They were seated behind the mother of three children. She could not see them. But she could hear their pleasant chatter. She could almost see how their eyes danced and faces beamed. Their happiness hurt her somewhere
deep down in her heart. It was a pain that made her numb and listless.
So this was what she had unknowingly longed for always in the midst of the drudgery that was her life. She
had longed it without knowing it and, now that she knew, everything else lost its meaning.
She looked at her husband with a forlorn hope. She looked at him imploringly. She wanted him to give her just
this, a tiny bit of this—love. She was not a dreamy romantic. She knew that her husband was elderly and uncouth.
But still he could have tried. For that really did not matter. He could have held her hand and whispered sweet
nothings in her ears.
She had learnt all along to expect very little of life and she would not expect much from him. But if only he
could give her a tiny bit of this happiness, it would make all the difference. She would not then mind all the
drudgery and sickening poverty of her life. She would be gratefully his slave. But, of course, he could not
understand the longing in her eyes and how can such things ever be put in words!
The train sped on. The sun sank below the horizon in a red glow. Lights brightened up the compartment. For an
hour or so the carriage was full of pleasant chatter. Then gradually people lapsed again into silence. Eyelids
drooped and minds retired to their nests, People squirmed and tried to stretch their tired limbs and finally fell
asleep. Then the moon tiptoed into the sky.
“Oh, the moon! So exquisitely beautiful today,” whispered the elegant woman.
“Yes, beautiful indeed,” the young man murmured.
The mother of three children heard them and anguish filled her heart. She wanted to lean on somebody’s arm
and watch the moon.
She looked at her husband hopefully and with yearning. But she realized immediately that her wish could
never come true.
The child in her lap whimpered and kicked. She rocked it with an automatic movement of her legs and
crooned,
Uncle moon, uncle moon
What makes you so wan and tired?

2
I was standing in front of the big mirror in our room posing like the dancer we’d seen at the pictures the other
day when suddenly a voice said from the doorway,
“That’s lovely I must say!”
It made me jump! It was my husband back home from his morning walk. His daily routine goes like
clockwork, and he moves around without making a sound. I went over to the table in the corner and stood with
bowed head waiting for the explosion.
“You get more sensible every day.” I smothered a laugh. I always want to laugh when he gets angry. The man
seems to think that a girl’s really afraid of him when he shouts.
“You have to go prancing round like an actress. No work to do of course in this house. Just the usual quarreling
and tale-telling!”
I was doodling on a bit of paper—“Don’t waste that paper.” I put the pencil down—“And do I have to talk to
your back?”
I rearranged the end of my sari over my head and started to move out of the room without answering, but the
laughter I was holding back didn’t escape his notice and he shouted, “And you’ve got a frightful habit of giggling
about nothing.” Whereupon I duly received a passing slap. When he slaps me it’s a sure sign that he’s stopped
being angry.
*
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As soon as I got downstairs I heard seven striking. Time for his lordship’s bath! So I ran to draw some water,
or else … But the minute I got to the boiler I saw that it was stone cold. Just like elder-sister-in-law! She never by
any chance does a job properly.
I was furious and I said, “Hasn’t anyone put any coal in the boiler today?” I said it so loud that mother-in-law
heard. Our mother-in-law’s ears are very sharp, and her tongue’s sharper. Immediately came her voice from the
god-room, “What? Where on earth’s she gone to now, leaving her work half-done? If she isn’t the most bone-idle
creature!” As soon as this tirade started I began to feel thoroughly conscience-stricken, because it was me that
ought to have told elder-sister-in-law. I went inside to see what she was doing, and when I found her, there she
was lying on the floor in the corner of the middle room. She looked absolutely rotten. When she saw me she sat
up somehow or other and said, “I felt I couldn’t breathe. I’ll light the boiler as soon as I feel a bit better.
I felt even worse then and I said, “How can you possibly do anything when you’re panting for breath like that?
I’ll spread your mattress out and you just lie still. I’ll light the boiler.”
All this had penetrated to the god-room and mother-in-law called out, “who’s that talking there? Is it
Annapurnâ?”
Elder-sister-in-law struggled to get up again, but I made a sign to her to stay lying down and I said, “She can’t
get her breath. I’ll light the boiler.” Upon which the god-room thundered, “What if she can’t? Why should she lie
there taking her ease. There’s a limit somewhere. She’s ill seven days a week and twelve months in the year. If she
picks up four matchsticks she thinks she’s done a day’s work. She made her husband’s life a misery from the day
she married him, and now she’s plaguing me.”
Elder-sister-in-law just burst out sobbing. “That’s right, I’m the black sheep,” she wailed, “I’m the family
scape-goat. Killed my own husband off and now I just sit and eat,” and she started to pummel her own face in a
frenzy.
I grabbed her hands, but I’d no idea what to do next. I swallowed the lump in my throat and stroked her head a
bit, but if I’d stayed there much longer, I’d have been crying myself, so I said, “Wait a bit. I’ll make you some tea
and then you’ll feel a bit better.” She said, “No! Why do I want to feel better? I’d feel better if I was dead.”
Well, what can you say to that? I just went outside and lit the stove.
Mother-in-law said, “Who’s that messing about out there? Has Nârâyan come down yet? Come into the godroom then for a minute, Nârâyan.”
Nârâyan’s my middle brother-in-law. He’s very meek and simple—you might say downright soft—but he’s
mother-in-law’s favorite. She’s always calling him into her stronghold and feeding him some titbit or other.
Everyone loathes my husband though. And why? Because he brings in more money than anyone else, that’s why.
I pumped the primus very gently so that mother-in-law wouldn’t hear.
And now middle-sister-in-law comes snaking in. She thinks she’s very beautiful. No work for the likes of her,
just dressing up, parading round and showing off generally. I’m supposed to be pretty and my husband gets the
biggest salary, so of course she’s always furious with me and tells tales about me.
She just stood staring at me with her hand on her hip, and then asked in a deliberately loud voice, “Who wants
tea then?”
Voice from the god-room, “Who’s that making tea?”
I looked venomously at middle-sister-in-law, but she just said sharply, “What are you glaring at me like that
for? Someone’s always making tea in this house, and then the sugar runs out and mother-in-law is annoyed.”
Elder-sister-in-law called out plaintively, “That’s it, don’t you do anything for me. You’ll only get shouted at.
What do I matter? Everyone’d be glad if I was dead.”
At this mother-in-law emerged from the god-room. “Sushila, you’re getting more defiant every day. Who told
you to interfere?”, and a lot more offensive remarks in the same vein.
I didn’t say a single word. I just sat there playing with the kitten. But elder-sister-in-law looked as white as a
sheet.
Then we heard my husband coming downstairs for his bath and there was an immediate hush.
Of course thee wasn’t any hot water. I rolled my eyes at him frantically to try and stop him making a fuss about
it (because mother-in-law doesn’t like her daughters talking to me in public!) but he didn’t even notice. His head
was full of some book, I expect. So he comes tearing back from the washroom and shouts, “Now there’s no hot
water for my bath. What on earth do you women do sitting round the house all day?” I signaled to him again to
shut up, but he just said, “What?” Men! In the end I had to say something, so I said, “You just have a bath in cold
water for today.”
“Why?” he said, squaring up to me. I was livid. I said, “Because I say so.” That shut him up. But now middle-
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sister-in-law comes out of the kitchen and starts interfering. “What?” she said. “Why should he have to have his
bath in cold water? Suppose he gets a chill? Surely it’s not all that difficult to give him some hot water! Wait now,
I’ll heat some up for you,” and she went back into the house brushing as close to him as she dared.
I got really blazing then. Middle-sister-in-law has a marvelous talent for that kind of interference. She pushes
herself forward when men are around. She’ll stand swinging here left foot and talking so sweet and gentle, and at
the same time she’s getting a good dig in at someone. At least I don’t dance around in front of other people’s
husbands.
I poured the boiling water on the tea and told elder-sister-in-law to pour here own tea out, and then I
immediately put a big pan of water on the stove and began to pump it up like mad. As soon as the water boiled I
slopped it into his jug, and a bit even splashed on to him.
“Have you gone off your head or something?” he said. So I said, “Yes. How much cold water d’you want in
it?”
“That’s enough! That’s enough! But what’s the matter with you anyway? You didn’t need to do me some hot
water if you didn’t want to. Vahini said she’d do it.”
“Don’t you want this water then? Shall I throw it away?”
“What’s up now?”
”Oh, you wouldn’t understand. You won’t find that in your books,” and with that I dashed into the house. Men
are all idiots!
*
Elder-sister-in-law was sitting in the middle room drinking her tea in little sips when her son Krishna came in.
As soon as her saw his mother with the tea he bawled out, “Why are you drinking teal all by yourself, mother?
And whenever I ask for some you just shout at me. Give me some.”
“Now Krishna,” she said in a feeble voice, “I’m not feeling very well so your aunty’s just made me this tea.
Now you run along outside and get on with your work.”
Krishna positively danced with fury. “You never give me a thing. Daddy used to take me on his knee and give
me things to eat, and take me out [on] walks,\fn{ The text has: out walks.} but you just tell me to get on with my work
and give me jobs to do. Just you watch, I’m going in to take a lâdu from the tin.”
Once again tears began to flood from elder-sister-in-law’s eyes and she lowered her cup of tea to the ground.
And after that she wouldn’t drink another drop whatever I said.
Krishna went into the kitchen and began to rattle the lâdu tin, which immediately produced a yell from motherin-law. When she heard this elder-sister-in-law, in spite of her palpitations, rushed in after him and snatching up
the first stick that came to hand started to beat him unmercifully with it. I went in quick and extricated him, and
when I’d got him out he sobbed, “Mummy’s horrible.” So I said, “Of course she isn’t. It’s us that are all horrible,”
and I gave him a couple of sweets. He grinned then though his eyes were still streaming, and when I saw him like
that I felt just awful.
*
I turned away and was going into the kitchen to get on with my work when the god-room spoke once more, “Is
Raghu up yet?”
Raghu’s the youngest brother. He’s about as sturdy as a bit of kindling. He wears thick spectacles, fails his
exams and his long face gets longer and longer every day. How he manages to sit around all day doing nothing I
just can’t imagine.
Mother-in-law repeated the question so I called out, “It’s not eight yet. It’s not time for him to get up.”
“It’s not long till his exams,” she said. “He should be getting up early to study … and last night he said he had
a temperature.”
Raghu’s fevers are the daily pre-occupation of the whole household. When you take him to a doctor he says,
“There’s nothing wrong with him. Just get him married.” But mother-in-law says no marriage till he’s finished his
education. Her idea is that he should study hard so that he can get a bigger salary than my husband. I don’t know
why people are so against him.
Anyway I muttered, “Temperature my eye!”
“What did you say?”
“Nothing,” I said and went to get him up. He was lying awake and muttering something or other to himself. I
stood in the doorway and said, “Bhâvoji, mother-in-law says you’re to get up.”
He made a long face at me. “Vahini, come here a minute. Just see if I’ve got a temperature.”
“I couldn’t tell if you had,” I said. “I’ll send Krishna up with a thermometer.”
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“Yes, but …”
“Come on now. You come on down quick or the tea’ll be cold.”
“You bring me some up.”
“I’m too busy,” I said.
As Raghu began to get up he asked, “D’you think I need a shave?”
“How should I know,” I said and I went downstairs. On the way I met my husband and he asked, “Isn’t that
little fool up yet?”
“He’s getting up now,” I said, but he went raging into Raghu’s room, threw a stack of English novels off his
table and sat him down in a chair with his school books.
I was in stitches, but I stopped laughing pretty quick when I realized I was standing in front of father-in-law’s
closed door. Our father is a very stern and upright man. He spends most of his time sitting in his own room with
the door closed and doing some kind of accounts, but he still seems to know in the minutest detail everything that
goes on in the house. He’s the sort of man that if he once gets his knife into you, you may as well give up the
ghost. Just once a day, in the evening, he goes out to buy a supâri\fn{A note reads: nut of the areca palm; betel-nut.} and
comes straight back chewing it.
Anyway there I was hanging about on the stairs in the hope of having a quick word with my husband when he
came out of Raghu’s room, when suddenly father’s door opened and out came middle-sister-in-law carrying his
empty teacup. She got such a shock when she nearly bumped into me that the cup fell from her hand and was
shattered on the stone floor. I sneaked silently down the stairs gloating so much that I couldn’t settle to any work
for quite a bit.
Meanwhile middle-sister-in-law was working off her bad temper on her husband. “Just split that coconut for
me since you’re sitting there doing nothing … stand that pât\fn{A note reads: board about 12” by 18”, raised a few inches
off the ground, on which one sits to eat.} against the wall while you’re passing,” and so middle-brother-in-law calmly
proceeded to do half the housework. I crept round like a mouse and said nothing.
*
When they sat down to the morning meal I grabbed hold of the ghee\fn{Clarified butter.} to serve it out. Motherin-law always serves ghee and curds, and then youngest-brother gets two spoonfuls extra and Krishna and my
husband just get a smear on their plates. That’s why I made a special effort to dish out the ghee.
I’d given father-in-law a full spoonful and was going on to the next when he said, “Why have you stopped? I
didn’t tell you to did I?” I gave him some more and I couldn’t help feeling scared. My husband was looking
daggers at me. When that sort of thing keeps happening he really will begin to think that I’m disobedient and
quarrelsome and all the other things he calls me.
After dinner I quickly got my own food and hurried upstairs, but he’d already changed and gone out. He really
must have been furious!
I could hear middle-sister-in-law’s voice squawking away in the next room, so of course I began to listen.
She was saying, “You’ve got an awful stubble. Just look in the mirror.”
“Oh never mind. It’s not much. And anyway I’m late.”
“That’s right! You go round looking like a clod\fn{ Short for clodhopper, a derisive nickname for a farmer.} and it’s me
that has to hang my head in shame.”
“Oh alright. Do you really want me to shave?”
“Don’t bother. After all why should you take any trouble to please me.”
“Nothing seems to please you. Shall I go then?”
“Give me ten rupees first.”
“Ten rupees! Where can I find ten rupees at the end of the month?”
Sobs … coaxing … tears … wheedling … nagging …
Finally Bhâvoji comes out and goes downstairs looking miserable and hanging his head. He’s really an
extraordinary man. The worse she treats him the more he fawns on her!
*
I’d just rinsed out the dishes and was going upstairs when mother-in-law’s brother’s daughters came round.
The one with sticking out teeth said, “Look, Aunty, we’ve brought you some mango-cake from the Konkan, and
these cashew nuts,” and she put down four lumps of mango pulp and a double handful of cashew nuts in front of
mother-in-law.
Mother-in-law positively beamed. “That’s lovely,” she said. “That’s really lovely. I don’t often get that sort of
consideration nowadays.”
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“Oh Aunty, if we didn’t consider you then who else?”
“You may think so my dear, but nobody bothers about me in this house.”
“Surely, Aunty, your daughters-in-law can’t be that bad. Well, if they don’t want you we do. You just come
back to the Konkan with us …”
Shortly after this the whole house was being ransacked. Two pretty little carved boxes went, and two ivory
combs from my box and one or two other little things. Middle-sister-in-law tore upstairs and locked all her stuff in
a trunk. But I didn’t think of that, so I lost two saris. The last straw was when one of them tried on a silk blouse of
mine and simpered, “Don’t you think this suits me, Aunty?”
Mother-in-law said, “Well you take it then, dear. She can always make another one. Anyway she’s got trunks
full of clothes she doesn’t know what to do with.”
I was speechless. He had given me the material for that blouse as a special present. But when one of the
younger girls went so far as to grab his fountain-pen I snatched it off her. The child went whining to mother-inlaw but she pretended not to hear. They’re all scared of my husband really.
And then I had to tear round making tea and sweets for them, and the little fiends ate so much that there wasn’t
two mouthfuls left over. Poor little Krishna just hung around staring like an orphan child.
Before they left the girls had another rummage through all the cupboards, including the corner cupboard where
mother-in-law keeps all her money. But I didn’t think anything about it at the time.
*
At last about five o’clock I got a chance to go upstairs. Youngest-brother had got back from high-school and
said, “Come on, let’s play kâram,\fn{A note reads: game played on a square board, like a combination of shove-halfpenny and
billiards.} Vahini.”
“No,” I said. “I’ve got a headache,” and I went into my room and shot the bolt.\fn{ Bolted the door shut.} My
husband had told me to read some book, but whenever I start to read a book I always fall asleep. Anyway just as I
was dropping off mother-in-law started shrieking around the house. Heaven knows what it was all about. I was
absolutely fed up. You may think it silly, but when I get like that I feel I must have something to eat, so I thought
I’d send out for a big bag of sugar drops.
I opened my money-box but I couldn’t find a scrap of change, so in the end I took a five- rupee note and crept
out to tell Janki the servant girl to go and get me some sugar drops. I’d just reached the back door when motherin-law appeared from somewhere and said, “Where are you off to?”
“Nowhere special,” I said giving a start, and at that the five rupee note slipped out of my hand.
Mother-in-law stared at it a moment and then slapped her hand against her forehead. “That’s the absolute
limit,” she said.
“What d’you mean,” I asked quaveringly.
“That’s it! Asking me what I mean on top of everything else! You took this five rupees from my corner
cupboard didn’t you?”
“No, I certainly did not. It’s my own five-rupee note.”
“Oh is it? Well I say it’s mine. Why else should you be sneaking round by the back door with a note clutched
in your hand?”
I didn’t know what to say. I just stood there stupidly, and everyone in the house gathered round and started
slanging me. And then father-in-law called me.
I burst out crying. No-one had ever accused me of anything so dreadful before … If he really thought I’d do
such a thing …
But all father-in-law said in a calm clear voice was, “Daughter-in-law, why did you take these five rupees?”
His calmness got me even more worked up. Then at last my husband came home from work and came into
father’s room and asked what all the fuss was about. So youngest brother told him the whole story with
embellishments, and I chipped in and said, “I swear I never took the money.”
He gave me one good look and then shouted, “It’s absolutely ridiculous. Why on earth should she steal? Do
you think I don’t give her any money or something?”
At that they were all struck dumb. Even father-in-law! And I made myself scarce.
Mother-in-law was still fuming and raging, and elder-sister-in-law’s Krishna was stupid enough to cross her
path, so she caught him by his sleeve and shrieked, “You must have stolen the filthy money then,” and she began
to beat him. He started to whine, “I never took the money, I swear I didn’t.” But who takes any notice of an
orphan?
It was then that I thought of those girls rummaging in the cupboards and I nearly went and told them my
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suspicions just to get Krishna out of it, but in the end I was afraid to. So I washed my hands of the whole business
and went to go upstairs. Elder-sister-in-law was standing pressed against the wall in the next room, listening to
Krishna being whacked. Whenever he yelled extra loud she crushed the end of her sari into her mouth and put her
hands over her ears, and she was shaking all over with sobs and the tears running down her cheeks.
I couldn’t bear to see her like that. I wanted to put my arm round her and take her upstairs, but I hadn’t the
courage to go near her.
At last I went up to our room to pour out the whole story to my husband, but when I got there he was standing
in front of the mirror waving his arms about, making funny faces and declaiming some speech in English. I
laughed so much I just collapsed on the bed and held my sides. He jumped and then started to rage at me, but he
couldn’t get really angry and I couldn’t stop laughing. In the end he started to laugh himself.
And then I forgot all about mother-in-law and the five rupees.
117.226 Who Cares?\fn{by Santha Rama Rau (1923-2009)} Madras, Tamil Nadu State, India (M) 11
The only thing, really, that Anand and I had in common was that both of us had been to college in America.
Not that we saw much of each other during those four years abroad—he was studying business management or
some such thing in Boston and I was taking the usual liberal arts course at Wellesley, and on the rare occasions we
met, we hadn’t much to say—but when we got back to Bombay, the sense of dislocation we shared was a bond. In
our parents’ generation that whole malaise was covered by the comprehensive phrase “England—returned,”
which held good even if you had been studying in Munich or Edinburgh, both popular with Indian students in
those days. The term was used as a qualification (for jobs and marriages) and as an explanation of the familiar
problems of readjustment. Even after the war, in a particular kind of newspaper, you could find, in the personal
columns, advertisements like this:
Wanted: young, fair, educated girl, high caste essential. For England-returned boy. Send photograph.

The point is that she would have to prove herself—or rather, her family would have to demonstrate her
desirability—but “England-returned” would tell her just about everything she needed to know about the boy: that
his family was rich enough to send him abroad for his education, that his chances for a government job or a good
job in business were better than most, that his wife could probably expect an unorthodox household in which she
might be asked to serve meat at meals, entertain foreigners, speak English, and even have liquor on the premises.
She would also know that it would be a “good” (desirable, that is) marriage.
“England—returned,” like that other much-quoted phrase, “Failed B.A.,” was the kind of Indianism that used
to amuse the British very much when it turned up on a job application. To Indians, naturally, it had a serious and
precise meaning. Even “Failed B.A.,” after all, meant to us not that a young man had flunked one examination,
but that he had been through all the years of school and college that led to a degree—an important consideration
in a country where illiteracy is the norm and education a luxury.
In the course of a generation that became increasingly sensitive to ridicule, those useful phrases had fallen out
of fashion, and by the time Anand and I returned to Bombay we had to find our own descriptions for our uneasy
state. We usually picked rather fancy ones, about how our ideas were too advanced for Bombay, or how enterprise
could never flourish in India within the deadly grip of the family system, or we made ill-digested psychological
comments on the effects of acceptance as a way of life. What we meant, of course, was that we were suffering
from the England—returned blues. Mine was a milder case than Anand’s, partly because my parents were
“liberal”—not orthodox Hindus, that is—and, after fifteen years of wandering about the world in the diplomatic
service, were prepared to accept with equanimity and even a certain doubtful approval the idea of my getting a job
on a magazine in Bombay. Partly, things were easier for me, because I had been through the worst of my
readjustments six years before, when I had returned from ten years in English boarding schools.
Anand’s England—returned misery was more virulent, because his family was orthodox, his mother spoke no
English and distrusted foreign ways, he had been educated entirely in Bombay until he had gone to America for
postgraduate courses, and, worst of all, his father, an impressively successful contractor in Bombay, insisted that
Anand, as the only son, enter the family business and work under the supervision not only of the father but of
various uncles.
Our families lived on the same street, not more than half a dozen houses from each other, but led very different
lives. Among the members of our generation, however, the differences were fading, and Anand and I belonged to
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the same set, although we had never particularly liked each other, It was a moment of boredom, of feeling at a
loose end, and a fragmentary reminder that both of us had been in America that brought Anand and me together in
Bombay.
It was during the monsoon, I remember, and the rain had pelted down all morning, About noon it cleared up,
and I decided to spend my lunch hour shopping instead of having something sent up to eat at my desk, I started
down the street toward Flora Fountain, the hideous monument that is the center of downtown Bombay, and had
gone about halfway when I realized I had guessed wrong about the weather. The rain began, ominously gentle at
first, then quickly changing into a typical monsoon downpour. I ducked into the first doorway I saw, and ran slap
into Anand, a rather short, slender young man, dressed with a certain nattiness. It was the building in which his
father’s firm had its offices, and Anand stood there staring glumly at the streaming street and scurrying
pedestrians. We greeted each other with reserve. Neither was in the mood for a cheery exchange of news. We
continued to gaze at the rain, at the tangle of traffic, the wet and shiny cars moving slowly through the dirty water
on the road.
At last, with an obvious effort and without much interest, Anand said, “And what are you up to these days?”
“I was going to go shopping,” I said coolly, “but I don’t see how I can, in this.”
“Damn rain,” he muttered.
I could hardly hear him over the sound of the water rushing along the gutters. I said, “Mm,” and, as a return of
politeness, added,
“And you? What are you doing?”
“Heaven knows,” he said, with a world of depression in his voice. “Working, I suppose.” After another long
pause, he said, “Well, look, since you can’t shop and I can’t get to the garage for my car, suppose we nip around
the corner for a bite of lunch.”
“Okay,” I said, not knowing quite how to refuse.
Anand looked full at me for the first time and began to smile.
“Okay,” he repeated. “Haven’t heard that in some time.”
We raced recklessly down the street, splashing through puddles and dodging people’s umbrellas, until we
arrived, soaked and laughing, at the nearest restaurant. It was no more than a snack bar, really, with a counter and
stools on one side of the small room and a few tables on the other. We stood between them, breathless, mopping
our faces ineffectually with handkerchiefs and slicking back wet hair, still laughing with the silly exhilaration
such moments produce. We decided to sit at a table, because Anand said the hard little cakes with pink icing,
neatly piled on the counter, looked too unappetizing to be faced all through lunch.
Our explosive entrance had made the other customers turn to stare; but as we settled down at our table, the four
or five young men at the counter—clerks, probably, from nearby offices, self-effacing and pathetically tidy in
their white drill trousers and white shirts (the inescapable look of Indian clerks)—turned their attention back to
their cups of milky coffee and their curry puffs. The Sikhs at the next table, brightly turbaned and expansive of
manner, resumed their cheerful conversation. The two Anglo-Indian typists in flowered dresses returned to their
whispers and giggles and soda pop.
When the waiter brought us the menu, we discovered that the restaurant was called the Laxmi and Gold Medal
Café. This sent Anand into a fresh spasm of laughter, and while we waited for our sandwiches and coffee, he
entertained himself by inventing equally unlikely combinations for restaurant names—the Venus and Sun Yat-sen
Coffee Shoppe, the Cadillac and Red Devil Ice-Cream Parlor, and so on—not very clever, but by that time we
were in a good mood and prepared to be amused by almost anything.
At some point, I remember, one of us said, “Well, how do you really feel about Bombay?” and the other
replied, “Let’s face it. Bombay is utter hell,” and we were launched on the first of our interminable conversations
about ourselves, our surroundings, our families, our gloomy predictions for the future.
We had a lovely time.
Before we left, Anand had taken down the number of my office telephone, and only a couple of days later he
called to invite me to lunch again.
“I’ll make up for the horrors of Laxmi and Gold Medal,” he said. “We’ll go to the Taj, which is at least airconditioned, even if it isn’t the Pavilion.”
He had reserved a table by the windows in the dining room of the Taj Mahal Hotel, where we could sit and
look out over the gray, forbidding water of the harbor and watch the massed monsoon clouds above the scattered
islands. Cool against the steamy rain outside, we drank a bottle of wine, ate the local pate de foie gras, and felt
sorry for ourselves. Anand said,
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“I can’t think why my father bothered to send me to America, since he doesn’t seem interested in anything 1
learned there.”
“Oh, I know, I know,” I said; longing to talk about my own concerns.
“Can you believe it, the whole business is run exactly the way it was fifty years ago?”
“Of course I can. I mean, take the magazine—”
“I mean, everything done by vague verbal arrangements. Nothing properly filed and accounted for. And such
enormous reliance on pull, and influence, and knowing someone in the government who will arrange licenses and
import permits and whatever.”
“For a consideration, naturally?”
“Or for old friendship or past favors exchanged or—”
“Well, it’s a miracle to me that we ever get an issue of the magazine out, considering that none of the
typesetters speaks English, and they have to make up the forms in a language they don’t know, mirror-wise and by
hand.”
“Oh, it’s all hopelessly behind the times.”
“You can see that what we really need is an enormous staff [of] proofreaders and only a tiny editorial—”
“But at least you don’t have to deal with the family as well. The amount of deadwood in the form of aged
great-uncles, dimwitted second cousins, who have to be employed!”
“Can’t you suggest they be pensioned off?”
“Don’t think I haven’t. My father just smiles and says I’ll settle down soon. Oh, what’s the use?”
Our discussions nearly always ended with one or the other of us saying, with exaggerated weariness,
“Well, so it goes. Back to the salt mines now, I suppose?”
I never added that I enjoyed my job.
That day we didn’t realize until we were on the point of leaving the Taj how many people were lunching in the
big dining room whom we knew or who knew one or the other of our families. On our way out, we smiled and
nodded to a number of people and stopped at several tables to exchange greetings. With rising irritation, both of
us were aware of the speculative glances, the carefully unexpressed curiosity behind the pleasant formalities of
speech. Anand and I sauntered in silence down the wide, shallow staircase of the hotel. I think he was trying to
seem unconcerned.
It was only when we reached the road that he exploded into angry speech.
“Damn them,” he said. “The prying old cats! What business is it of theirs, anyway?”
“It was the wine,” I suggested. “Even people who have been abroad a lot don’t drink wine at lunchtime.”
“So? What’s it to them?”
“Well, Dissolute Foreign Ways, and besides—”
“And besides, they have nothing to do but gossip.”
“That, of course, but besides, you’re what they call a catch, so it’s only natural that they wonder.”
Anand frowned as we crossed the road to where his car was parked against the sea wall. He opened the door
for me and then climbed in behind the steering wheel. He didn’t start the car for a moment or two, but sat with his
hands on the wheel and his head turned away from me, looking at the threatening light of the early afternoon,
which would darken into rain any minute. I thought he was about to tell me something—about a disappointment
or a love affair—but instead, he clenched his fingers suddenly and said,
“Well, the devil with them. Let them talk, if they have nothing better to do.”
“Yes. Anyway, who cares?” I said, hoping it didn’t sound as though I did. He smiled at me.
“That’s the spirit. We’ll show them.”
We lunched at the Taj several times after that, but on each occasion a bit more defiantly, a bit more conscious
of the appraising looks, always knowing we were the only “unattacheds” lunching together. The others were
businessmen, or married couples doing duty entertaining, which, for some reason, they couldn’t do at home, or
ladies in groups, or foreigners.
As we stood inside the doors of the dining room, Anand would pause for a second, and then grip my elbow and
say something like, “Well, come along. Let’s strike a blow for freedom,” or, “Throw away the blindfold. I’ll face
the firing squad like a man.” He didn’t deceive me—or, I suppose, anyone else.
Bombay is a big city—something over two million people—I but in its life it is more like a conglomeration of
villages. In our set, for instance, everyone knew everyone else at least by sight. At any of the hotels or restaurants
we normally went to, we were certain to meet a friend, a relative, an acquaintance. We all went to the same sort of
party, belonged to the same clubs. People knew even each other’s cars, and a quick glance at a row of parked cars
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would tell you that Mrs. Something was shopping for jewelry for her daughter’s wedding, or that Mr. Somethingelse was attending a Willingdon Club committee meeting, So, of course, everyone knew that Anand and I lunched
together a couple of times a week, and certainly our families must have been told we had been seen together.
My parents never mentioned the matter to me, though there was a certain wariness in their manner whenever
Anand’s name came up in conversation. (It’s a sad moment, really, when parents first become a bit frightened of
their child.) Privately, they must have put up with a good deal of questioning and comment from friends and
relatives. Even to me people would sometimes say,
“Can you come to a party on Saturday? Anand will be there.”
If Anand’s mother ever lectured him on getting talked about, he evidently didn’t think it worth repeating, Of
them all, I daresay she was the most troubled, being orthodox, wanting a good, conservative marriage for her only
son, being bewildered by what must have appeared to her—it seems astonishing in retrospect—as sophistication.
Occasionally Anand would take me home to tea after our offices had closed. I think he did this out of an
unadmitted consideration for his mother, to set her mind at rest about the company he was keeping, to show her
that I was not a Fast Girl, even if I did work on a magazine. I don’t know how much I reassured her, with my
short hair and lipstick, no tika\fn{That vermilion dot.} in the middle of my forehead. But she always greeted me
politely, bringing her hands together in a namaskar, and gave me canny looks when she thought I wasn’t noticing.
We couldn’t even speak to each other, since we came from different communities and she spoke only Gujarati,
while my language was Hindi. She would always wait with us in the drawing room until one of the servants
brought the tea; then she would lift her comfortable figure out of her chair, nod to me, and leave us alone. We
were always conscious of her presence in the next room beyond the curtained archway, and every now and then
we would hear her teacup clink on the saucer. Our conversation, even if she didn’t understand it, was bound to be
pretty stilted.
Perhaps it was this silent pressure, perhaps it was only a sort of restlessness that made Anand and me leave the
usual haunts of our set and look for more obscure restaurants for our lunch dates. Liberal as we considered
ourselves, we still couldn’t help being affected by the knowing curiosity. There’s no point in denying it
(predictably, I always did deny it to Anand); I was concerned about public opinion. I suppose I was beginning to
lose my England—returned brashness and intractability. I was not, however, prepared to stop meeting Anand for
lunch. I liked him and waited with some impatience for his telephone calls, the rather pleasant voice saying things
like,
“Hello? Is this the career girl?”
(This was one of Anand’s favorite phrases of defiance—a career girl was still something of a peculiarity in
Bombay in those days. If you came from a respectable family that could support you, you weren’t supposed to
work for money. Social work would have been all right, but not something as shady as journalism.) Sometimes he
would say, “This is underground agent 507. Are you a fellow resistance fighter?” or, “Am I speaking to Miss
Emancipation?”
In any case, I would laugh and say, “Yes,” and he would suggest that we try some Chinese food, or eat dry
curried chicken at a certain Irani shop, or, if it was one of the steamy, rainless days near the end of the monsoon,
go to Chowpatty beach and eat odds and ends of the delicious, highly spiced mixtures the vendors there concoct.
By tacit agreement, he no longer picked me up at the office. Instead, we either met at the corner taxi rank (leaving
Anand’s car parked in the alley behind his office building) or arrived separately at our rendezvous.
Once, when we were driving to Colaba, the southernmost point of the island, Anand suddenly leaned forward
and asked the taxi driver to stop. On an otherwise uninspired-looking street, lined with dingy middle-class houses,
he had seen a sign that said “Joe’s Place.” Anand was entranced, and certainly the sign did look exotic among the
bungalows and hibiscus. Joe’s Place—named by some homesick American soldier, who had found his way there
during the war—quickly became our favorite restaurant. We felt it was our discovery, for one thing, and then it
had a Goan cook, which meant that, unlike at some of the other Indian restaurants, you could order beef.\fn{ The
Goan would be Christian, and not share the usual Indian reserve about consuming the flesh of sacred animals .} Most Hindus will not
eat beef, cook it, or allow it on the premises; it is, as a result, the cheapest meat in Bombay. We ate a lot of beef at
Joe’s Place, and I often thought that Anand, at home in the evening, probably got rather a kick out of imagining
how horrified his mother would be if she knew he had a rare steak inside him.
The proprietor, whom Anand insisted on calling Joe, even though he was a fat and jolly Indian, soon got used
to seeing us almost every other day. We couldn’t imagine how he made any money, since there never seemed to be
anyone there besides Anand and me. Joe waited on table, so there weren’t even waiters. Anand said that it was
probably a front for black market activities and that you could expect anything of a man who ran a Joe’s Place in
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Bombay. More likely, the real, prosaic reason was that most of Joe’s business was in cooking meals to send out.
We came to feel so much at home at Joe’s that we bought him a checkered tablecloth, to lend the place a bit of
class, and he would spread it ceremoniously over the corner table, invariably pointing out that it had been
laundered since our last meal. We kept a bottle of gin at Joe’s and taught him to make fresh-lime gimlets with it,
so that we could have a cocktail before lunch. He hadn’t a license to sell liquor, so he always shook our cocktails
in an opaque bottle labeled Stone Ginger, in case anyone came in. He probably watered the gin; but we didn’t
much care, because it was the idea that pleased us.
We would sit at our table between the windows, glancing out occasionally at the patch of straggly garden, the
jasmine bush, the desultory traffic, and talk. How we talked! On and on and on. Sometimes it was “In the States,
did you ever—” or “Do you remember—” kind of talk. Sometimes it was about incidents at home or in our
offices. We talked a lot about Them—a flexible term, including any relatives or friends we considered oldfashioned, interfering, lacking in understanding. We often discussed Their iniquities, and many of our
conversations began, “Do you know what They’ve gone and done now?” All through the sticky post-monsoon
months, into the cooler, brilliant days of early winter, we talked. It seems a miracle to me now that we could have
found so much to say about the details of our reasonably pedestrian lives.
If we’d been a bit older or more observant, we would certainly have known that this state of affairs couldn’t
last much longer. I was dimly aware that every day of life in Bombay relaxed our antagonism a tiny bit and
blurred the outlines of our American years. However, I never guessed what Anand’s family’s counterattack to his
England—returned discontent would be. Anand’s mother was a direct, uncomplicated woman, and in her view
there was one obvious and effective way to cure the whole disease without waiting for the slower methods of
time.
It was at Joe’s Place that Anand announced the arrival of Janaki. I had got there early, I remember, and was
sitting at our table when Anand came in. He always had a certain tension in his walk, but that day it seemed more
pronounced. He held his narrow shoulders stiffly and carried an air of trouble, so I asked him at once whether
anything was the matter.
“Matter?” he asked sharply, as though it were an archaic word. “Why should anything be the matter?”
“Well, I don’t know. You just look funny.”
“Well, I don’t feel funny,” he said, deliberately misunderstanding.
Joe brought him his gimlet and inquired rather despairingly if we wanted steak again.
Anand waved a hand at him impatiently and said, “Later. We’ll decide later.” Then he looked at me in silence,
with a portentous frown. At last he said,
“Do you know what They’ve gone and done now? They’ve invited a cousin—a distant cousin—to stay.”
This didn’t seem to me any great disaster. Cousins, invited or not, were eternally coming to visit. Any relatives
had the right to turn up whenever it was convenient for them and stay as long as they liked. His announcement
came as an anticlimax; but since he did seem so distressed, I asked carefully,
“And I suppose you’ll be expected to fit him into the firm in some capacity?”
“Her,” Anand said. “It’s a girl.”
“A girl? Is she going to work in the business?” This was really cataclysmic news.
“Oh, of course not. Can’t you see what They’re up to?”
“Well, no, I can’t.”
“Don’t you see?” he said, looking helpless before such stupidity. “They’re trying to arrange a marriage for
me.”
I could think of nothing to say except an unconvincing “Surely not.”
He went on without paying any attention.
“I dare say They think They’re being subtle. Throwing us together, you know, so that my incomprehensible,
foreign”—he emphasized the word bitterly—“preference for making up my own mind about these things will not
be offended. We are to grow imperceptibly fond of each other. Oh, I see the whole plot.”
“You must be imagining it all.”
“She arrived last night. They didn’t even tell me she was coming.”
“But people are forever dropping in.”
“I know. But she was invited. She told me so.”
“Poor Anand.” I was sorry for him, and angry on his behalf. There had never been any romantic exchanges
between Anand and me, so the girl didn’t represent any personal threat; but I honestly thought that a matter of
principle was involved and that one should stand by the principle. We had so often agreed that the system of
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arranged marriages was the ultimate insult to one’s rights as a human being, the final, insupportable interference
of domineering families. I tried to think of something comforting to say, but could only produce, feebly,
“Well, all you have to do is sit it out.”
“And watch her doing little chores around the house? Making herself quietly indispensable?” He added with a
sour smile, “As the years roll by. Do you suppose we will grow old gracefully together?”
“Oh, don’t be such a fool,” I said, laughing. “She’ll have to go, sooner or later.”
“But will I live that long?” He seemed to be cheering up.
“It’s rather unfair to the poor thing,” I said, thinking for the first time of the girl. “I mean, if they’ve got her
hopes up.”
“Now, don’t start sympathizing with her. The only way to finish the thing once and for all—to make my
position clear—is to marry someone else immediately. I suppose you wouldn’t consider marrying me, would
you?”
“Heavens, no,” I said, startled. “I don’t think you need to be as drastic as that.”
“Well, perhaps not. We’ll see.” At last I thought to ask,
“What’s she called?”
“Janaki.”
“Pretty name.”
“It makes me vomit.”
*
I could hardly wait for our next lunch date, and when we met a couple of days later at Joe’s Place I started
questioning Anand eagerly.
“Well, how are things? How are you making out with Janaki?”
Anand seemed remote, a bit bored with the subject.
“Joe!” he called. “More ice, for Pete’s sake. Gimlets aren’t supposed to be mulled.” He tapped his fingers on
the table in a familiar, nervous movement. “He’ll never learn,” he said resignedly. Then, after a pause,
“Janaki? Oh, she’s all right, I suppose. A minor pest.”
“Is she being terribly sweet to you?”
“Oh, you know. I will say this for her, she manages to be pretty unobtrusive.”
“Oh.” I was obscurely disappointed.
“It’s just knowing she’s always there that’s so infuriating.”
“It would drive me crazy.”
In a voice that was suddenly cross, he said, “She’s so womanly.”
“Hovers about, you mean?”
“Not that so much, but I can see her hoping I’ll eat a good dinner or have had a good day at the office, or some
damn thing.”
“It sounds rather flattering.”
“I dare say that’s the strategy. It’s pathetic, really, how little They know me if They think she’s the sort of girl
I’d want to marry.”
“What sort of girl would you want to marry?”
“Heaven knows,” Anand said in a hopeless voice. “Someone quite different, anyway. I knew one once.”
“Was there a girl in America?” I asked with interest.
“Isn’t there always a girl in America? A sort of tradition. In our fathers’ time, it used to be the daughter of the
landlady somewhere in Earl’s Court. Usually blonde, always accommodating.”
“And yours?”
“Accommodating. But several cuts above the landlady’s daughter. She was a senior in college. And she had
quite a nice family, if you can stand families, rather timid, but determined to believe that a Good Home
Environment was a girl’s best protection. I don’t think they would have raised many objections if we’d got
married.”
“Why didn’t you marry her, then?”
“Oh, I don’t know. Do those things work? I really don’t know.”
“I expect your parents would have raised the devil.”
“Before—if I’d told them. Not after. By then the particular alchemy that turns a girl into a daughter-in-law
would have done its work. That was really the trouble. I couldn’t see her being an Indian daughter-in-law living in
a Bombay family—and what a mess that would have made. Hurt feelings and recriminations and disappointment
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all around. I’m not sentimental about her,” he said earnestly, as if it were an important point. “I mean, I know she
wasn’t particularly good-looking or anything, but I had a separate identity in her mind. I wasn’t just somebody’s
son, or someone to marry, or someone with good business connections.”
“And all that is what you are to Janaki?”
“I suppose so. What else could I be?”
As we left Joe’s Place after lunch, he said,
“I think you’d better come to tea to meet her. Would you like to?”
“I was hoping you’d ask me.”
“Okay, then. Tomorrow?”
Full of excitement, the next day, I met Anand after work and drove home with him.
“Is your mother going to be cross about your asking me?”
“Why should she be cross? You’ve been to tea with us before.”
“But that was different.”
“I can’t see why,” he said, refusing to accept the situation.
“Oh, don’t be so dense,” I said, thinking, Poor girl, it’s going to be very frustrating for her if he insists on
treating her as a casual cousin come for a holiday. “Does your mother tactfully leave you alone with her for tea?”
“Never. The two of them chatter about domestic details. It’s really very boring.”
To me it was far from boring. For one thing, Anand’s mother was far more cordial to me than she had been on
previous visits, and I wondered whether she could already be so sure of the success of her plan that I was no
longer a danger. And then there was the suspense of waiting to see what Janaki would be like.
She came in with the servant who carried the tea tray, holding back the curtain of the dining room archway so
that he could manage more easily. A plump, graceful girl with a very pretty face and a tentative, vulnerable smile,
which she seemed ready to cancel at once if you weren’t going to smile with her, I saw, instantly, that she was any
mother-in-law’s ideal—quiet, obedient, helpful. Her hair was drawn back into the conventional knot at the nape of
her neck; she had a tika on her forehead, wore no make-up except for the faintest touch of lipstick, and even that, I
decided, was probably a new experiment for her, a concession to Anand’s Westernized tastes.
She spoke mostly to Anand’s mother, in Gujarati, and I noticed that she had already assumed some of the
duties of a hostess. She poured the tea and asked, in clear, lilting English, whether I took milk and sugar, handed
around the plates of Indian savories and sweets. After the first mouthful, I remarked formally,
“This is delicious.”
Anand’s mother caught the tone, even if she didn’t understand the words, and said something in Gujarati to
Anand. He translated, without much interest,
“Janaki made them.” Janaki, in embarrassment, wiped her mouth on her napkin with the thorough gesture that
someone unused to wearing lipstick makes, and then gazed in surprise and alarm at the pink smear on the linen.
She saw me watching and gave me one of her diffident smiles. I quickly said the first thing that came into my
head.
“How clever you are. I wish I could cook.”
“It is very easy to learn,” she replied.
“There never seems to be any time for it.” Entirely without sarcasm or envy she said,
“That is true for someone like you who leads such a busy and interesting life.”
I felt ashamed of myself, for no reason I could quite put my finger on.
We continued to talk banalities, and Janaki kept up her end admirably, managing to seem interested in the most
ordinary comments and still keeping a watchful eye out to see that cups and plates were filled. The conversation
gradually fell entirely to Janaki and me, because Anand retreated into a sulky silence. I remember thinking that
one couldn’t really blame him. It must have been maddening to have to face this sweet and vapid politeness every
day after work. At last he jumped up, said abruptly that he had some papers to go through and left the room. I left
soon after.
Janaki saw me to the front door and, with an unexpected spontaneity, put her hand on my arm.
“Please come to tea again,” she said. “I mean, if you are not too occupied, I should so much like it. I have no
friends in Bombay.”
“I’d be delighted, and you must come to tea with me.”
“Oh, no, thank you very much. Perhaps later on, but I must learn the ways of this house first. You see that,
don’t you?”
I walked home, wondering at her mixture of nervousness and confidence, at the fact that she already felt

871

certain she had a permanent place in that house.
At our next lunch date, it was Anand who asked the eager questions.
“Well? What did you think of her?”
And I replied noncommittally.
“She seemed very pleasant.”
“Quite the little housewife, do you mean?”
“No. Sweet and anxious to please, I meant.”
“You sound like my mother. She says, ‘A good-natured girl. You should count yourself fortunate.’ I suppose
she asked you to be her friend?”
“How did you know?”
“She’s not as stupid as she looks. She said the same to me. ‘Will you not allow us to be friendly, Anand?’”
He attempted a saccharin, unconvincing falsetto. He frowned.
“The thin end of the wedge, don’t you see? It would be funny if it weren’t so sad.”
“Well, at least she’s very good-looking.” I said defensively.
“She’s too fat.”
“I think it rather suits her.”
“A strong point in her favor, my mother says, to make up for my puniness.” Anand was sensitive about his
height. He said, in a touchy voice, daring one to sympathize with him, “Eugenically very sound. Strong, healthy
girl like Janaki married to a weakling like me, and we have a chance of strong, healthy children that take after her.
The children, you see, are the whole point of this stratagem. I’m an only son and must produce some. My mother
has a rather simple approach to these things.”
“You must admit,” I said rather uncomfortably, “that she’d make a very good mother.”
“Not a doubt in the world. She’s a natural for the part of the Great Earth Mother. But I rather resent being
viewed in such an agricultural light.”
In the weeks that followed, Janaki dominated our conversation at lunchtime, and I had tea with them quite
frequently. Sometimes, if Anand was kept late at his office or had to attend a board meeting, Janaki and I would
have tea alone, and she would ask hundreds of questions about America, trying, I thought, to build up a picture of
Anand’s life there and the background that seemed to influence him so much. She claimed to be uniformly
enthusiastic about everything American, and for me it was rather fun, because it made me feel so superior in
experience. Once she asked me to teach her to dance, and I was unexpectedly disconcerted. There was something
very refreshing about her lack of Westernization, and I didn’t want to see her lose it.
“I will if you really want me to, but—”
“Anand likes dancing, doesn’t he?”
“Yes, but wouldn’t it be better if he taught you himself, after you—I mean, when he—what I mean is, a little
later on?”
“You think that would be best?” She meant, of course, the best way of handling Anand.
“Yes, I do,” I said, meaning, “You don’t want to seem too eager.”
“Very well.” She nodded, accepting my opinion as final. On this level of unspoken frankness we understood
each other perfectly.
She would question me, sometimes openly and sometimes indirectly, about Anand’s tastes and preferences. We
had a long session, I remember, about her looks. Should she wear make-up? Should she cut her hair? What about
her clothes? I told her she was fine the way she was, but she insisted,
“Has he never said anything? He must have made some remark?”
“Well,” I said reluctantly, “he did once mention that he thought you were just a fraction on the chubby side.”
Without a trace of rancor, Janaki said, “I will quickly become thin.”
“Heavens! Don’t take the remark so seriously.”
“It is nothing,” Janaki assured me. “One need only avoid rice and ghee.” She did, too. I noticed the difference
in a couple of weeks.
When Anand was there, the atmosphere was much more strained. From the frigid politeness of his early days
with Janaki, his manner gradually changed to irritation, which expressed itself in angry silence and later in a kind
of undercover teasing sometimes laced with malice. For instance, he would greet her with something like, “What
have you been up to today? Hemstitching the sheets? Crocheting for the hope chest?” and Janaki would look
puzzled and smile, as though she had missed the point of a clever joke. Actually, she was a beautiful needlewoman and did a good deal of exquisitely neat embroidery on all kinds of things—antimacassars, doilies, face
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towels—infallibly choosing hideous designs of women, in enormous crinolines, watering the flowers in an
English garden, or bunches of roses with ribbons streaming from them. Once Janaki answered Anand’s inquiry
quite seriously with an account of her day, the household jobs she had done, the women who had called on his
mother in the morning and had been served coffee, and even produced the embroidery she had been working on.
“Wonderfully appropriate for India, don’t you think?” Anand remarked to me with rather labored irony.
“I think it’s lovely,” I said unconvincingly. Janaki seemed unruffled.
“Men do not appreciate embroidery,” she said quietly.
Anand leaned back in his chair, stared at the ceiling, and gave an exaggerated sigh.
One couldn’t help disliking him in this role of tormentor. The fact was, of course, that, in Anand’s phrase, I
was getting imperceptibly fonder of Janaki as his impatience with her grew more overt. There was, to me, both
gallantry and an appealing innocence in her undaunted conviction that everything would turn out all right.
What I didn’t recognize was the solid realism behind her attitude. I started to suspect the calculation in her
nature one day when Anand had been particularly difficult. He had insisted on talking about books she hadn’t read
and, with apparent courtesy, addressing remarks to her he knew she couldn’t answer. Janaki said nothing for a
long time and then admitted, with a becoming lack of pretension,
“I’m afraid I read only the stories in the Illustrated Weekly. But, Anand, if you would bring me some books you
think good, I would read them.”
“I’ll see if I can find the time,” he replied in a surly voice. When Janaki showed me to the door that evening, I
said in considerable exasperation,
“Why do you put up with it? He needn’t be so disagreeable when he talks to you.”
“It is natural that there should be difficulties at first. After his life in America, there are bound to be
resentments here.”
“Well, I think you are altogether too forbearing. I wouldn’t stand it for a second.” Privately, I had begun to
think she must, after all, be stupid. Then Janaki said,
“What would you do?”
“Leave, of course. Go back.” And at that moment I realized what she meant. Go back to what? To another
betrothal arranged by her elders? Learning to please some other man? Here, at least, she liked her future motherin-law.
“And besides,” she said, “I know that really he is kind.”
In the end, Janaki turned out to be the wisest of us all, and I have often thought how lucky it was that she
didn’t follow my advice then. Not that Anand capitulated all at once, or that one extraordinary morning he
suddenly saw her with new eyes, or anything like that. He remained irritable and carping; but gradually he
became enmeshed in that most satisfactory of roles, a reluctant Pygmalion.\fn{ Pygmalion, in Roman mythology, was a
sculptor of Cyprus, who, though hating women and having resolved never to marry, carved a statue of a beautiful woman and eventually
fell madly in love with it, which the goddess Venus gave life to. The story has been made into a movie and a stage play .} I noticed it

first one day when he finished his lunch rather hurriedly and said, as we were going back to our offices, “That
girl’s conversation is driving me nuts. I think I really had better buy her some books. As long as I’m stuck with
her company,” he added awkwardly. We parted at the bookshop, and in later conversations I learned that Janaki
was doing her homework with diligence and pleasure.
From then on things moved fairly rapidly. I began to anticipate Anand’s frequent suggestions that we spend
part of the lunch hour shopping—usually rather ungraciously expressed:
“We’ve got to get that girl into some less provincial-looking saris.”
“That girl listens to nothing but film music. I really must get her some decent classical stuff. What do you
suggest as a beginning? Kesarbai? Subbaluxmi?”
“No Western music?” I asked pointedly.
“She wouldn’t understand it,” Anand replied.
All the same, at home he continued to be offhand or overbearing with her. She remained calm and accepting, a
willing pupil who knew that her stupidity was a great trial to her teacher. Still, there wasn’t a doubt in my mind
about the change of attitude going on in Anand. I wanted a lived-happily-ever-after conclusion for Janaki; but
mostly I was certain that the Pygmalion story could have only one ending, whatever the minor variations might
be.
Anand’s parents were evidently equally confident of the outcome, for one day at tea he announced, with an
exuberance no amount of careful casualness could disguise, that his father was going to send him to New York on
a business trip. He was pleased, he insisted, largely because it meant that at last he was to be trusted with some
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real responsibility. I said,
“And it will be such wonderful fun to be back in America.”
“Oh, yes. That, too, naturally. But I don’t know how much time I’ll have for the bright lights and parties.”
He had moved so smoothly into the correct businessman’s viewpoint that I wanted to laugh.
We were absorbed in discussing the details of the trip, and besides, by then Janaki had become such an
accepted—and pleasing—part of the scenery of the house that we assumed she was listening with her usual
attention and, as always, trying to fit in with Anand’s mood.
So it came as quite a shock when she suddenly spoke in a flat, decisive voice.
“I, too, am leaving. I am going back to my home.”
Dead silence for a moment.
“Tomorrow,” she said.
“But why—” I began.
“It is my decision,” she said, and wouldn’t look at either of us.
Anand didn’t say anything, just stood up, all his bright, important planning gone, and walked out of the room.
We waited to hear his study door slam. Then my affection for Janaki (and, of course, curiosity) made me ask,
“But why now, just when things are going so well?”
“It was your advice, don’t you remember?”
“But things were different then.”
“Yes.” She nodded as though we both recognized some particular truth.
At the time I thought she believed herself defeated. I was surprised and concerned that what seemed so plain to
me should remain obscure to her.
“Listen,” I said cautiously, “don’t you see that he—that in spite of everything, he has fallen in love with you?”
I don’t know quite what I had expected her response to be—a radiant smile, perhaps, or even a sense of
triumph. I hadn’t expected her to glare at me as though I were an enemy and say,
“Oh, love. I don’t want him to love me. I want him to marry me.”
“It’s different for him,” I said, as persuasively as I could. “For him it is important.”
She looked at me shrewdly, making up her mind about something.
“You are sure?” she asked.
“Absolutely sure.”
Her voice was hard and impatient.
“Love, what books you read, whether you like music, your ‘taste’—whatever that may mean. As if all that has
anything to do with marriage.”
“Well,” I said ineffectually.
How can one make the idea of romantic love attractive to someone who wants only a home, a husband, and
children? Even if nothing could be done about that, I thought I knew the reason for her sudden despair. The
renewing of Anand’s American experiences must have seemed to her an overwhelming menace. I tried to reassure
her, reminded her that Anand would be gone only a matter of weeks, that he would miss her, that America would
look quite different to him now, that he had changed a lot in the past year—more than a year, actually.
But she wouldn’t listen, and she kept repeating,
“I must pack my things and leave the house tomorrow.”
I thought, Poor Janaki. I can see that the tedious business of starting all over again on the unraveling of
Anand’s England—returned tangles might well seem to be too much to face. It didn’t occur to me that I might
equally have thought, Clever Janaki, the only one of us who knows exactly what she wants. Leave the house? She
would have slit her throat first.
When I think of it, I can’t help wondering at the extent of my naïvete then. The fact is that women—or perhaps
I mean just the women of a certain kind of world, Janaki’s world—have inherited, through bitter centuries, a
ruthless sense of self-preservation. It still seems to me ghastly that they should need it; but it would be silly to
deny that, in most places on earth, they still do. That cool, subtle determination to find her security and hang on to
it, that all’s-fair attitude—not in love, which she discounted, but in war, for it was war, the gaining or losing of a
kingdom—was really no more than the world deserved from Janaki. As in war, victory, conquest, success, call it
what you will, was the only virtue. And, of course, the really absurd thing was that nobody would have been more
appalled than Janaki if you had called her a feminist.
As it was, I heard with anxiety Anand on the phone the next day, saying,
“Let’s lunch. I want to talk to you. Joe’s Place? One o’clock?”
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I was certain that Janaki had gone home, with only the indignities of a few new clothes and a lot of tiresome
talk to remember.
As soon as 1 saw him, I knew I was wrong. He had the conventionally sheepish look that makes the
announcing of good news quite pointless. He said,
“An eventful evening, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was, rather.” Then there was a long pause while he looked embarrassed and I could think of no way to
help him out. At last he said, all in a rush,
“Look, this is going to seem ridiculous. I mean—well, Janaki and 1 are going to be married.”
“You couldn’t do a more sensible thing,” I said, much relieved. He looked startled.
“Sensible? Perhaps it seems that way to you. Actually, we’re in love with each other.”
“With each other?” I echoed incredulously, and regretted it immediately.
“I knew it would seem peculiar to you. I daresay you’ve thought I hated her all this time.”
He smiled at me in a rather superior way.
“I thought so myself for a while. And Janaki, as you well imagine, had every reason to think so. And I must say
it certainly took a lot of courage on her part. “ mean, when you think—”
“You’d better start at the beginning,” I said, suddenly feeling depressed.
“Okay. I heard you leave yesterday, and then I heard Janaki come into the hall—you know that timid way she
has of walking—and stand outside my study door. I was in quite a state; but I dare say that I wouldn’t have done
anything about anything if she hadn’t—I mean, if someone hadn’t taken the initiative.”
“Yes,” I said, knowing what was coming but unable to shake off my gloom.
“She came to explain why she was going home.”
“She said—you see, she isn’t the passive, orthodox girl you think—she told me that quite against her plans or
anything she’d expected, she’d—I know this will seem silly—but she’d fallen in love with me.”
“I see. And that accounted for her behavior. Trying all the time to please you, I mean.”
“Well, yes. Then I realized that—”
“All your resentment and bad manners were just that—” I wanted to hurry him through the story.
“Well, yes.”
“Well, yes,” I repeated, and couldn’t look at him. We were silent for a while.
“Well, congratulations,” I said uneasily.
“It’s funny, isn’t it,” he said in a confident voice, “that Their plans should have worked out—but so differently.
I don’t suppose They’ll ever understand.”
“It wouldn’t be worth trying to explain.”
“Heavens, no. Look, I’m taking Janaki out to lunch tomorrow. Will you join us?”
“Oh, no, surely—”
“She asked particularly that you come. She likes you very much, you know, and besides, she doesn’t feel quite
comfortable going out without a chaperon.”
“In that case—” I said, with a nastiness lost on Anand. And all the time I was thinking, Have we all been made
use of? A sympathetic mother-in-law, a man you can flatter, a gullible friend from whom you can learn
background and fighting conditions, with whom you can check tactics and their effects. Now that she has won,
she must have nothing but contempt for all of us. But simultaneously I was wondering, Is she, after all, really in
love? It was a state she didn’t know how to cope with, and she could hope only to use the weapon she knew, an
ability to please or try to please. Why should she, or how could she, tell me all that herself—a realm of which she
was so unsure, which was so far out of her experience?
Now that I have met so many Janakis of the world, I think I know which explanation was right.
“So we’ll meet,” Anand was saying, “at the Taj, if that’s all right with you?”
He had reserved a table by the windows. Janaki was a bit late, to be sure—she explained breathlessly—that we
would be there before her, because it would have been agony to sit alone. We ordered from the Indian menu, and
Anand said, with only a fleeting, questioning glance at me,
“No wine, I think. There really isn’t any wine at all that goes with Indian food, is there?”
273.184 Excerpt from A Minus B\fn{by Kovilan aka Kandanisserei Vattomparambil Velappan Ayyappan (1923-2010)}
Guruvayur, Thrissur District, Kerala State, India (M) 13
1\fn{The chapter divisions are in the text, but the internal divisions (*) are mine:H }
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Fenced with barbed wire, the regiment lay scattered on the rugged hill-slope. The road stretched along the
fence like a back-broken python. Inside, the green foliage of old neem trees basked in the sun. The white-washed
barracks with asbestos roofs, were littered amongst the neem trees. Beyond the road the grazing fields stretched;
and the shadows of detached date palms made abstract dark lines on the ground like the ghosts of living soldiers.
At the head of the “Baker” Section barrack, beside the barbed wire fence, the regimental headquarters lay like
the letter “T” cut in stencil. In the RHQ,\fn{ Regimental Headquarters:H} officers would always be present. Even on
holidays the orderly officer or the Subedar Head Clerk, who suffered no human voice, was likely to be there, so
the Baker section lived in perpetual fright.
Along the Road passed village women clad in colourful costumes, chattering and giggling; their suntanned
faces and dark eyes covered with the end of their clothes.\fn{ The dupatta, the head-end of the sari:H} However their
lusty and lushy legs were uncovered. It was a feast to the eyes of the soldiers relaxing on the verandahs of the
barracks to watch their rhythmic movement. And then one or the other felt like letting out a sharp whistle.
But none whistled, for fear of the officers in the Headquarters. Beside the “Able” section barrack, lying at an
angle to RHQ, lay the quarterguard. The Subedar Major was to be expected any time in its premises and no one
wished to catch his sight.
The man could not suffer the sight of anyone relaxing: the moment he saw one, he was sure to remember some
work. He could call him lovingly,
“Idar a mere bache—my child, come here.''
Now you are caught.
“See that, my son, there the bricks have fallen down from the parapet. Please, my son …”
The Subedar Adjutant was still more dangerous. He had no specific job, and so wanted always to give turn-out
practice to the guards. Swinging his stick leisurely, he usually sat in the courtyard of the quarterguard. The men in
Able section stepped out only after confirming that his bicycle was not there under the old neem tree.
Apart from all these Havildar Mohan Singh had written on the notice-board of the section:

SILENCE
The JCOs’ quarters and their Mess were situated near “Charlie” section. JCOs are like thorny shrubs; whether
you fall on them or they fall on you, you were sure to be hurt. So Charlie section had the appearance of a
mourning house.
Despite all these, those in the Barracks were not living very quietly. They made jokes:
“Long long ago, a havildar went on leave. He had already a number of children, once again his wife was
carrying. No sooner had he reached home than he blew the whistle and ordered ‘Fall in’. The mother and children
came out and stood in a line on the verandah. What he wanted was just to see them all together. But being a
havildar, he wanted them to he well-disciplined and stand in a line for close inspection. He made them right dress.
“Isn’t it Dahine Sal?”
“No, you fool, this was before Independence.” This set them roaring. A responsible Naik intervened,
“Don’t shout here.”
“O. K. talk low, but let us have the story.”
“Yes, the havildar made them do right dress. The wife’s belly bulged out. ‘Step back a bit, mother of my
children, a bit more.’ But when he saw from the rear his children’s mother was standing a step behind the line. A
bit forward … Now her feet were in line. But when he looked from the front, again … Were they properly rightdressed?
‘How could that be? What is the use of my havildari,’ he taught, ‘if I can not right-dress even my wife and
children?’
Immediately he beat an about-turn.
“He came away. You mean?”
“Yes, at once!”
“Now, who was it?”
“Havildar …” Together they roared with laughter.
“Silence!” a Lance Havildar cautioned.
*
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Beyond the RHQ, in the center of a big lawn, were the barracks of the Division Headquarters. The Div. HQ
was the brain of a division of the army; and the nervous system of that brain, the Signal Regiment, lay scattered
nearby.
The barrack of “M” section was located on the South West corner of the slope, where the road turned left. The
eyes of authority seldom reached this isolated spot: so the men in “M” section led an unrestricted life. The whole
regiment was jealous, but none talked ill of them openly, for the members of “M” section, the fitters and
mechanics, were of some help to everyone in the regiment.
For instance, carpenter Muthayya was of help to all for making the wooden box that had to be fitted inside the
haversack for kit lay-out. The work was private, so the customer was at his mercy. The Quarter Master Captain
wanted to present the Commanding Officer with four mosquito nets from the Store. The nets were packed in a
wooden case and stenciled in red: GLASS WITH CARE.
It was Muthayya who did the packing. So he enjoyed the confidence with the officers; and even the ferocious
Regimental Havildar Major did not scold him for minor lapses.
Muthayya had to drink daily. Rum was available in the canteen, and meat could be procured from the mess. In
the summer, issue of rum would be suspended. Then Muthayya visited the toddy shop in the nearby village. No
one would stop him from going, but he would not have cash in hand every day. On such a day when he hadn’t
money someone comes and inquires:
“Are you Muthayya?”
“What do you want?”
“For kit lay-out …”
“Chhu, chhoo, choo. Leave aside the damn layout. Give me fifty paise,” and with that he extends his hand. A
bottle of toddy cost fifty paise and the price of a peg of rum too was fifty paise. So Muthayya's rate was fifty
paise.
Every day he would not get money, though on all days he had some private work or other. A newly married
captain wants a name board for his quarter. The order comes through the Subedar foreman. Muthayya would not
get a single paise.
In the havildar’s mess there was a tussle for seniority, and the wire-netting on the window was torn off. The
request comes in non-working hours. It is only a minute’s job, only a nail to he stuck. No one would pay him for
the work. Of course he could get meat from the Havildar’s Mess. But of what use is meat without a drink?
Another way to get money is to ask for a loan. He asks a havildar who gets better pay and has other facilities for
a loan. But Muthayya never pays back the loan. The same havildar must have given him loan a dozen times earlier.
So he will say
“No, I don’t have a paisa with me.”
“What a shame! A havildar hasn’t got fifty paise with him.”
Muthayya is angry. He remembers all the old stories about the havildar. For some years he had been in the
Training Centre. Then this havildar was only a boy …
Without hesitation Muthayya starts his narration. The havildar would naturally like to be spared of the scathing
remarks!
“What is it you wanted, Muthayya? Here is fifty paise.”
And still there were days he could not get any money to buy a drink.
*
It was getting late in the evening, and Muthayya had not taken his bath. He lay in despair on the cot, staring at
the ceiling. As he was short he could lie whatever way he liked on the cot, even crosswise. While he lay thus
heaving long sighs, telemech\fn{The electronics/mechanics specialist} Madhavan entered.
“What is the trouble Mama?” Madhavan called him Mama meaning uncle. There was an understanding that he
would marry Muthayya’s daughter when she came of age.
Muthayya was silent.
“What happened, Mama?” Madhavan came nearer.
“Chhu, chhu, choo. Leave me alone.”
“Tell me, Mama.”
“What a nuisance. Give me fifty paise, man.”
That was the last resort. Madhavan would give the money. But Muthayya had to stand his pranks. Muthayya
was bald and Madhavan wanted to tap on his bald head. He raised his hand and Muthayya looked piteously at the
falling hand.
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“Only once, Mama; I shall give you fifty paise.” Madhavan’s hand falls on his skull.
“What a nuisance. Give it, man.”
“Two bottles.” Madhavan again struck.
“Hand over the money.”
“Three—”
“Two will do, give me a rupee, man.” Sitting up on his cot Muthayya wriggled and struggled under the blows
falling on his head.
Muthayya’s head was a standing joke. Baldness was advancing to the sides and back where stray red bristles
stood out. This gave the impression that his red face was extraordinarily long. He was short in stature, flame-red
in colour, and had stiff broad moustaches.
No sooner had he got the money than he went for bath. After bath he stood humbly before Madhavan asking
for hair oil. Madhavan gave him oil too. He smeared oil on his bald head and waited for Madhavan’s mirror and
comb. But Madhavan took a long time for combing his hair.
“What all fashions!"
Madhavan was making waves in his hair and Muthayya stood there looking curiously like a mouse. How long
was he going to take? For how long he would have to wait?
“Give it, man.”
“Come on, take away.” As if pestered by Muthayya, Madhavan stops combing.
Muthayya takes the comb, and brings the red bristles from the sides to the top of his head. When he arranges
his moustaches, his flushed cheeks rise and swollen eyes narrow.
Though Muthayya takes utmost care in combing whatsoever hair is left on his head, he never goes out without
his cap.
*
Muthayya’s bed was in the corner at the end of the barrack. Inside, the iron cots were arranged in two rows
quite closely; the fiber mattresses on them were dirty with oil-stains. Though these were occasionally put in the
sun and sprayed with DDT, bugs thrived on them. Once the lights were off, the bugs started their work and in the
silence of the night men cursed them from inside their mosquito nets.
Naik fitter Sewa Singh talked in his steep, so no one preferred the cots near his bed. He was rather isolated in a
corner of the barrack. No one liked him. He sat facing the wall to dress his beard or tie his pagri all the while
whispering his prayer. With sunset his prayers became intense.
As the senior Naik, Sewa Singh had some special privileges. He was not to attend roll-call. The whole day he
worked in the vehicle park. People said he just slept under the vehicle. People would say even more than that!
Didn’t they say he was a murderer? If needed he would even kill anyone now! Only you have to pay him a
handsome reward.
Back in his village, his caste lived on crime. Suppose you have to get rid of someone. Give one of them fifty
rupees in advance. You could pay the other fifty after the murder. People said that Sewa Singh had executed many
such contracts and finally joined the Army. It is only in the Army one is fed and paid for the sole purpose of
killing.
Let people say anything. The second privilege the old man got for working late in the vehicle park was that he
didn’t have to take part in the games.
In the evening he returned to the barrack in his dirty oil-smeared overalls. Then he changed over to his kurta
and pajamas, and washed his face. It was not exactly washing, simply he dipped his fingers in the water in the
bronze iota and smeared his beard with a few drops. After having a final look in the mirror he went out.
It would be dark when he returned. He walked in, or rather sailed in, with a song on his lips, or was it a prayer?
“O Kisna Kanaiya, Kisna Kanaiya …” His songs would start and end in Kisna Kanaiya.
On the hillside, along the road, in the verandah, through the door, between the cots, Sewa Singh sailed in
singing praise to Shri Gopalkrishna, to his flute and cattle herds.
The orthodox Sikhs of “M” section resented Sewa Singh’s abnormal piety. They always talked of the khalsa
panth and Guru Granth Sahib, and so naturally disliked his single-minded devotion to Lord Krishna.
But Sewa Singh never cared for anybody’s opinion. He talked endlessly of Krishna Leela to Naranjan Singh.
*
Driver Naranjan Singh was a Sikh boy on whose chin beard had just started appearing. But the hair on his head
had turned gray. No one knew how this happened so soon.
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At the time of the communal riots on the eve of the division of India, Naranjan Singh had sat hiding under a
bush in front of his hose, for two days. Before his very eyes his parents were killed. Later some of his people
found him almost frozen-petrified with fear. They carried him away. After a few days when his hair was washed,
it was all found to have turned gray within such a span.\fn{ Such a span of time:H}
Naranjan Singh lisped and to hear him lisping the men approached him—but he never talked much.
Naranjan had great affection for Sewa Singh, and called him Thavu. He used to call his father, too, Thavu. In
return Sewa Singh called him Beta. When Sewa Singh reached his cot, Naranjan called.
“Thavu?” Sewa Singh too liked his lisp.
“Yes, Beta?” Even while praying he would respond. “My Beta, when Krisna plays his flute in Brindaban …”
Sewa Singh sits on the cot with his palms upturned. No noise, no movement. The mellifluent music of Krishna’s
flute that moved the very grains of sand, made the grass weep in joy, and made the waves of Kalindi dance to its
tune, broke through the curtain of centuries and came through legends and universal romanticism to the buginfested cots of the army barracks.
But there were oppositions too. It was all pretension to deceive people. No one could say for sure. Sewa Sing
was immersed in meditation. Anyone would be impressed by his relaxed body, shut eyes and concentrated
meditation.
“Thavu?” Naranjan Singh called.
No response.
Naranjan Singh’s eyes were filled with tears. He could not bear the silence, so turned to go.
“Kisna Kanaiya … O Kisna Kanaiya.” Sewa Singh woke up from meditation.
“Ai, keep quite,” telemech Madhavan shouted.
Sewa Singh pretended not to hear him. His singing and praying continued.
“Ai, Sewa Singh—” Madhavan let loose invectives in Tamil and Malayalam.
“O keep quiet.”
Naranjan Singh knew that Madhavan was covering his dear Thavu with abuses. The damned telemech!
“O, Thavu,” he called desperately.
“Come, Beta.” Sewa Singh’s dry lips were lit with a smile. His lifeless eyes became moist with affection. His
eldest son was of Naranjan's age.
“Sit down, Beta.”
“Did you have too much today?”
“All is the whim of Lord Krishna, Beta.”
“Is it necessary to eat opium to remember Krishna?”
“My dear Beta! It is not opium but Kisna. Kishen loved Radha, Mohabat Kiya. With the cowboys\fn{The cow
herders; Khrishna’s playmates were boys his age who herded cattle, a revered animal in Hindustan, for it is a symbol of wealth, strength,
abundance, selfless giving, and a full Earthly life. “Our mother, when she dies, means expenses of burial or cremation. Mother cow is as
useful dead as when she is alive. We can make use of every part of her body — her flesh, her bones, her intestines, her horns, and her skin.”
Gandhiji said of the cow. “The central fact of Hinduism is cow protection. … “I worship it and I shall defend its worship against the whole
world.”W/H} they played in Brindaban! My Beta, is it not time for you too to marry? My son’s marriage is fixed: he

would be married while I be on leave next. What about you, my Beta?”
Naranjan's throat quivered and his eyes were filled with tears. There was no one to find a girl for him. When he
remembered his parents, his heart ached. He forgot that Sewa Singh was talking to him. He was shivering all over.
Yes, he was hiding under the bush. From the neighbourhood arose cries of horror and pain, and shouting of
murderers. He was shocked. He did not imagine the men with daggers and burning torches would enter his house
too. But they did come, and before his eyes, cut his father’s throat and stabbed his mother on her belly. His mother
was in advanced stage of pregnancy.
Startled, Naranjan got up unconsciously. He was tired of the horrible dreams. Sewa Singh did not know when
he went away. He continued talking to his beta. Suddenly he stopped talking and went into meditation. Again he
woke up and prayed loudly:
“Kisna Kanaiya—”
“Ai, keep quite!” Telemech Madhavan was getting irritated.
Sewa Singh heard him. What impertinence! He prayed louder and Madhavan howled abuses at him still more
loudly.
*
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Kamla Prasad, trying to sleep, raised his head and saw his wrist watch. Nine fifteen. He was lying awake in
bed for half an hour. But these devils would not allow him to sleep. Placing his hand on his chest he shouted
helplessly:
“O my Bhagwan, destroy these hooligans!”
While cursing he would touch his sacred thread. The miserly unsocial Brahmin had great faith in the power of
the sacred thread. He was proud of his ancestry that was traced back to saints Viswamitra and Parasurama. So he
thought that he could destroy those outcasts by cursing them. The sacred thread had miraculous powers.
Sewa Singh was mad with rage. He would have liked to snub Madhavan. But Madhavan could not be silenced,
so he turned to Kamla Prasad.
“Who is howling there?” Sewa Singh asked him scornfully.
Kamla Prasad spoke unadulterated Hindi, and the words used by Sewa Singh were rather crude and highly
objectionable. But the Pandit could do nothing but curse. So, like a street-dog hit by a stone, he howled
desperately.
“These hooligans addicted to opium, ganja and rum! The whole day I was carrying rice—bags, and now they
won’t let me sleep. They are merry-making. O Bhagwan, destroy these devils.” Withdrawing his head into the
mosquito net, Kamla Prasad touched his sacred thread and continued cursing.
In fact, Kamla Prasad was not at all sleepy. Instead, he was scheming to increase his Postal deposits.
All his earnings had been deposited in the Post Office. But every month he filled up three money order forms.
The day before payment, he brought the forms. He would not fill them up himself. Radio mechanic Kamla Prasad
approached another to get his money order form filled up.
“My handwriting is bad, please …”
He would not approach the same man again. Let the whole Regiment know that he sent money every month.
That too three MOs:—One to his father, who had a family to support. Another one, to his elder sister, a widow
and the mother of three children. And the third one to some poor relative in dire need of money. It was all to show
how great his responsibilities were!
But, by and by, people came to know the truth.
He tore up\fn{The text has: off} his three MO forms and secretly sent his pay to the Post Office in his village to
be credited to his account.
Kamla Prasad had several plans in his mind. He had applied for a permit to get coal at controlled rates. He
wanted to build a house and the coal was for baking the bricks. Ordinarily, coal was not available at controlled
rates. But as a soldier he could get a permit, if applied through military authorities. Had he not come to sacrifice
his life for the country?
He had plans to put up another application for steel. And at last he would sell everything to the needy at blackmarket rates …
Kamla Prasad’s ten rupee notes were yielding hundred rupee notes!
*
Telemech Madhavan was putting on his best clothes. He had a very high opinion of himself and always walked
chest-up. Several pairs of dresses\fn{Dress uniforms:H} hung on the mosquito net wire in front of his cot. While
going out in the evening, he dressed with utmost care. Coming out into the verandah he called:
“Oi, Mama!”
A drunken Muthayya lay there on the floor of the verandah. Beside his head were a plate with rem nants of
food, an empty bottle and an old bag. Rice and meat lay scattered, and Muthayya was fast asleep on all these.
“Mama.”
“Chhoo, choo—”
“Get up and go to bed.”
“Don’t disturb me.”
“Someone would step on you in the dark.”
“You go, man. What a nuisance!” Muthayya unconsciously rolled on the food and lay on his side.
Madhavan looked to the left and the right, crossed the barbed wire fence and reached the road. The sound of
his departing steps slowly faded in the air.
“Jaya to jaye kahan …” A group of men were coming to the barrack singing. They were returning from the
recreation room after a game of cards: and the remembrance of their drab life brought the song to their lips. When
the men in the barrack were about to sleep, dogs started barking menacingly.
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“Well, carry on, children, to your heart’s content,” Kamla Prasad remarked from his bed. His voice was so loud
as to wake the whole barrack. Curses rose from several mosquito nets. The dogs continued barking.
“Chase them away,” one mosquito net demanded.
A man got up, and dragging his chappals noisily on the floor, walked to the door.
“Who is that?” All mosquito nets heard him shout.
“Chhu, chhu, chhooo!”
A dog that was licking Muthayya’s hand, ran away growling. Another, with its mouth watering, stood in the
courtyard wagging its tail.
“Muthayya, Aai, Muthayya!”
“Chhu, chhu, chhooo!” The man who came to look, stood perplexed.
“Get up, you fool.” The dog had cleaned up all crumbs of food on the floor.
“Is there anyone to carry this rascal inside?”
Men had come to the door to see the fun. Two of them volunteered to carry Muthayya inside. While he was
being dragged, his head and limbs hung loose.
“Chhoo … chhooo … chhu … What a nuisance! These chaps won’t allow a man to sleep,” Muthayya blurted
out in sleep.
That made everyone laugh aloud. Then the bugle sounded for light off.
“Soja …”
Awakened by the noise and laughter, Sewa Singh looked very gravely at Muthayya who was being dragged to
his bed. With extreme devotion the Sardarji prayed:
“Sat nam vai Guruji!”
2
Naik Vidyadharan seldom went out of the barrack. Uncared and unnoticed, he sat for hours on his kit box.
His left arm was fractured. When the plaster was removed there was a bulge on the arm which looked like a
grafted twig.
While the tumult and noise rose inside, Vidyadharan leaned on to the wall, and looking at the framed
photograph on his box, sent curls of beedi smoke to the ceiling. Most of the men would be walking about in the
compound outside, playing cards in the recreation room or reading newspapers in the information room. But
Vidyadharan always sat on his kit box. A bundle of beedie, a match box and an improvised ash tray of an empty
boot-polish tin were also there on the box besides the photograph.
Telemech Madhavan said that Vidyadharan had the ash-tray and the photograph when he came on posting to
“M” section. He had come silently with his bag and baggage and occupied a vacant cot in the center of the
barrack. After making his bed, he opened the box and took out the ash-tray first. When the photograph was placed
on the kit box, Madhavan got inquisitive, went nearer and stood staring.
“Your mother?” Vidyadharan did not reply.
“Excuse me, if I am mistaken. Is she your wife?”
Vidyadharan looked at the photograph, and to hide the chagrin on his pale ashen face, lit a new beedi. Drawing
in the smoke, he recoiled into himself.
To live together for one year! That was her final request. On the thirteenth day of their marriage he had to tie
up his bedding. His hand had not been fractured then.
Supporting his chin with one hand Vidyadharan sat on the bed for long. His movements were limited to the
bathroom, mess, canteen and the dhobi ghat. Mostly he sat there smoking beedies and looking into the
photograph. Occasionally he wrote letters too. Sometimes he would take out the file of letters and go through
them. Then he sat sighing and meditating.
Telemech Madhavan said the dumb should be sent on reserve. He said it loudly; but Vidyadharan never replied
him. All he would do was to light a new beedi.
Only Kamala Prasad talked to him. In the previous unit they were together, and Kamala Prasad remembered
that Vidyadharan used to be jolly and sociable in those days.
Kamala Prasad was never happy in company. He had only complaints to speak of. Who cared to hear the
Pandit’s complaints! But Vidyadharan would not object to his harangue; so Kamala Prasad approached him.
“Ustadji, what is the news?”
“Um.”
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“There must be something serious.”
Exposing his flat teeth, Kamala Prasad smiled. He dropped the hand that was raised to touch the sacred thread.
No, Ustad Vidyadharan should not be cursed. Once he used to be friendly. Only he was a bit gloomy now. Naik
Vidyadharan had been medically downgraded to category “C”. Lance Naik Venkataraman, a radio mechanic by
trade, now promoted cinema operator was awaiting his promotion. There was vacancy for one Naik in the section
and Venkataraman was the senior-most. He had strong recommendations, but when his hopes were about to be
fulfilled, there came a Naik with a fractured arm.
“O! is it you?”
“Eh?”
“You are a Naik?” That was why he asked.
“Yes” said Vidyadharan with a sigh.
Vidyadharan had great hopes about his own prospects. But never had he trampled upon a friend who lay fallen
on his way. Now he had completely forgotten about prospects. Abandoning the strayed lamb, the flock had gone
grazing farther.
*
Early morning the barrack got a new life. Those getting up early put on the light near to their bed, and started
folding the mosquito net and blanket. Then some went to the bathroom and others started shaving.
Muthayya got up very early, and ran to the mess. In the hurry he forgot his cap and towel. When he extended
his mug for tea, someone tapped on his bald head.
“Choo, choo, chuu.”
“What a nuisance?” Muthayya shouted.
“What happened?”
The man who came just then too wanted to tap on his head.
Returning from the Mess, Muthayya abused everything on his way. Weren’t his invectives aimed at the neem
trees, stones or the pillars? He walked fast with the tea cup full, and straightaway approached Madhavan’s bed.
“Get up, man.”
“Get up, you,” he shouted still louder. “Chhoo, Chhoo, Chuu! The tea is getting cold!”
But Madhavan continued sleeping. Then Muthayya would start complaining:
“Go on sleeping. Yon can drink it ice-cold.”
“Mama, Tea?” Getting up, Madhavan asked. Muthayya won’t speak.
“Go soon, Mama, bring tea.”
“Am I your orderly?”
“Mama dear—”
The lid of someone’s kit box fell suddenly with a loud thud.
“What is the time?” Wakened by the noise, one inquired.
“Five fifteen.”
“My God!” The man jumped out of bed.
“Kamala Prasad,” Lance Naik Venkatraraman called. He was fast asleep.
“Aai, Kamala Prased.”
“What? What? O! Good morning, ustadji. Have you had tea?” Waking up, he looked at his wrist to assure
himself that the watch was there.
“I am going,” Lance Naik Venkataraman said. Before getting out he asked Madhavan;
“Hello Madhavan, is tea ready in the Mess?”
“How do I, know?” sipping the hot tea Madhavan said with a scornful gesture.
“But you are taking tea.”
“But then, I don’t take tea as soon as I wake up.”
“Kamala Prasadji, what is the time?”
“Time …” hurriedly folding the blanket, Prasad began.
“What is the time?”
“Time …” Keeping the folded blanket, on the mosquito net, he was arranging the haversacks.
“Time please?”
“Time …” Prasad hadn’t the time to look into his watch. He was hopping around the cot arranging his web
equipment.
“Didn’t you know the time yet?” Madhavan meddled in everything.
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“I have to go for guard mounting,” the man said.
“Good.”
“I woke up late.”
“And you don’t know the time yet?”
“What is the time now?”
“Well. This is just the muhurt. Saturn is at its zenith, and the ruling sun is in the vale.”
The man, who had to go for guard mounting at six, was in misery. At five forty-five markers were called on the
PT ground.
*
Waking up early, Naranjan Singh had got ready and was standing on the eastern verandah. Through the dense
foliage of neem trees, he could see a solitary star twinkling, where the morning’s crimson embraced the eternal
blue of the sky.
Immersed in the scenic beauty, he used to stand there every day. Perhaps those twinkling stars might be the
souls of his ancestors winking at him. They might have some concern for their orphaned child.
With the blush of morn brightening, the lone star turned pale. The sea of blood that splashed on the shores of
the eastern horizon rose above the mountain ranges and reddened the sky. The small lining at which he was
eagerly looking, disappeared slowly. as though a sweeper started clearing the street, riot-ridden from where the
corpses were removed …
“Where is my broom?” someone asked.
“Pass it on to me for a minute,” another, who was engaged in shaving booked it.
“Slowly, man,” a neighbour warned Kamala Prasad who was sweeping the floor around his cot. “Always
selfish. He sweeps away the garbage and puts it under my cot. Come on, give me that broom.”
“My things are for me to use.” Kamala Prasad put the broom inside his box.
“Aai mere zindagi,” one started to sing.
Before he could finish, the bugle sounded for PT.
*
Naik Sewa Singh immediately got up from his bed. He contended that once the bugle sounded, the parade was
begun; so he walked erect swinging his arms smartly. Walking to the door with his bulging belly, he took out the
whistle from his pocket and blew it. In his shorts and vest, he looked abominably ugly.
“Fall-in outside!”
Hearing the shrill caution, Naranjan, who was standing on the verandah, started. In the east beyond the white
asbestos roofs and dark green foliage of neems, the flushed face of dawn had turned blue. Now he had no time to
watch the scene.
Telemech Madhavan was kneeling down and putting on his socks. Those who were dressed, got out one by
one.
“Aai, Madhavan, didn’t you hear the whistle?” Sewa Singh glared at him.
Madhavan did not reply; he turned to Muthayya.
“Mama, where are you going?”
Muthayya had put on his faded overall, and was buttoning it up.
“Muthayya, what? Not coming for PT?” Sewa Singh shouted at Muthayya.
“Come out.”
“Come for PT. Didn’t you hear? Fall in,” he blurted out in anger. Muthayya sat there unconcerned.
“Go away. Your damn PT,” he said in one breath.
“You are disobeying the lawful command of a superior!” Sewa Singh’s eyes burned red and he turned to
Madhavan. “You are witness to this.”
“To what, major?” Madhavan asked carelessly.
“Didn’t you hear what Muthayya said?”
“No I did not hear anything.”
“All are in collusion,” Sewa Singh’s lips loosened and twisted in despair. “Come out all of you.”
“Your father will come out!” Muthayya shouted back.
“Then, where are you going now, you old donkey?”
“Sewa, it is getting late,” a sardarji called from outside.
“I am going on sick report,” Muthayya said.
“Did you report yesterday?”
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“That is none of your business,” Muthayya reported.
“What, none of my business? Will your father come to give the parade statement?”
Muthayya’s small eyes burned. Madhavan walked in between the glaring men.
“Get out, you opium-eating old idiot.” Mad with rage, Muthayya started abusing:
“Don’t try to teach Muthayya and don’t abuse my father.”
From outside came the sound of rhythmically falling feet. There was no time to argue. For a few seconds Sewa
Singh glared at Muthayya, then walked away.
Muthayya’s eyes were filled with tears. Was he angry or sad.
“Section, attention!”
“Right turn!”
“Double march!”
“What a stink.”
“Don’t talk.”
“This Babulal hasn’t taken bath.”
“I say, don’t talk.”
“Can’t these family-men take bath in the morning?”
“Babulal was awakened by his child’s mother.”
“Shut up!”
“The child’s mother said that he needn’t take a bath.”
“The family-wallas stink of women.”
The live and noisy barrack had plunged into sudden silence. Naik Vidyadharan was perturbed. Though this was
a daily routine, yet the silence still disturbed him.
Minutes later, Muthayya was heard murmuring. Nothing was distinct. He sat there pressing his head with a
hand. His face wrinkled with agony and lips quivered. He was whimpering, sobbing …
Muthayya did not sit there for long. Putting on his cap, he rolled out shaking, stumbling and still murmuring:
“My father, my Appa, my Appave …”
Was drunkard Muthayya weeping for his father? Everyone had secret pains of his own.
*
Vidyadharan was looking at the photograph. He lighted a beedi. Since the day his arm had been fractured he
did not attend PT; and that was in April. Now, May, June, July … He counted the months on his fingers. From the
photograph, his better-half eagerly looked into his eyes.
My Rajani! Was it pain, sorrow or expectation that her eyes reflected? When he had looked at her just before
parting he saw it all in those eyes.
“Won’t you take me along with you?”
“How can I?”
“You told me you would.”
When? He did not say so. He too wished, but how could he, unless he got a quarter in the unit? He had told
that the next year if he was given quarter he would take her. She might have misunderstood him. Perhaps he had
heard only that he would take her.
“At least for a year,” with overflowing eyes she had pleaded with him.
Was it not a wonder? This inseparable affinity after living together for just thirteen days.
“Not forever, at least for a year!”
Then, on the ninth day of reaching here, he slipped from the armored tank. The ninth day! He remembered the
happenings of every day since he took leave of her. Life was no more his own now, when another heart throbbed
together with his.
Generally men returned dull and dumb after marriage. But Vidyadharan had gained a new fervor in all his
activities. And while hopping on the hull of the tank, well-oiled for the EME Commander’s inspection, he was all
hurry.
He was inspecting the wiring inside. For three months the control box near the driver’s seat lay defective. Now
the driver’s receiver got life. And when the receiver hummed into action the driver heartily thanked and
congratulated him.
“Sabash, Sabash, Babu. This is .why I say, get cured, go to the doctor, and not to the compounder.\fn{The
drugist:H} For three months …”
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The driver’s words of gratitude were flowing out. Vidyadharan did not want to sit there hearing his praises. He
did a duty, not a favour. This is your work, this is your duty. Hearing to the flatteries, his skin burnt under. He
hurried out of the tank, and his new canvas shoe slipped …”
“Ma—”
He did not remember anything more. When he returned from the hospital with a plastered arm, the Signal
Havildar explained everything to him.
What did Rajani know! He wrote to her that he was quite well. With the burning pain of parting in her heart,
she was waiting for him. For the hundredth time he was reading her letters. While bidding farewell, he had
promised to write from Madras. Luckily the train had stopped near the RMS office. He bought an envelope and
wrote from there itself. And this was her reply to that letter.
“ … Starting from here, when did you reach the railway station? When did the train arrive? Were you in the
train for the whole night? What did you have for dinner?
“ … Now you might be in the train to Delhi. I would like to know what food you had during the journey …”
He ran his hand over his fractured arm and looked into the photograph. The wide open eyes from the
photograph looked into nothingness. When the photographer had focused the floodlights, he made her sit properly
on the chair. See, here; like this … ha, right, like that. She sat, so that her long black hair, falling on her favorite
light blue sari, came into focus. The photo was for him to take along and he could not imagine her without her
long thick tresses. He thought of the warmth of her breasts, of the burning thirst in her eyes and of the innocence
that played on her lips. He felt on his fingertips the softness of her silken hair that stuck all over him while in bed,
and which he took sometimes to pluck away from his forehead and moustaches.
“ … May I know whether you had dinner at Madras! Then didn’t you have any food till reaching Meerut on
the third day? I don’t know whether you did not get anything or did not eat purposely. Once you said that a meal
cost two rupees there. Perhaps to save two rupees you might have starved. What can I do but wait here with a
burning heart?”
These were all new to Naik Vidyadharan. It was she who first inquired whether he ate, took bath, slept. A girl
who had been with him for merely thirteen days was having so much concern for him. He could not write from
the hospital. He did not let her know what had actually happened. A loving heart was likely to misunderstand such
breaks, the next letter he received in the hospital expressed her misgivings.
“ … Why am I not getting any replies? I think you are seriously ill … My heart is very much troubled. Please
write to me what has happened. What peace can I have? How can I console myself?”
I am well, he wrote to her. She should never know what had happened. She had merged her life into his. Let
her be happy. For her sake he did not write of his injury even to his friends.
He wrote to her, he was well. Life was very easy; work was light. This year’s inspection was over and now life
was quite normal. He could sleep whenever he wished. No one checked him, questioned him All was possible
under the category “C”.
But inside the plaster, his bones ached. If he could sleep placing the fractured arm on her breasts! She would
have passed her tender fingers on the bruise softly, lovingly.
Because of perspiration, it itched badly inside the plaster. After days of suffering the pain abated, and the
itching became tolerable.
Rajani did not believe what he wrote. It was not the whole story, she thought. If she had seen life there once,
she could have believed. Was there anything new in his letters ? She wrote in joke—was life there like that of
Kumbakarna? He pictured her writing that, and compared it with the photograph. Those same eyes full of sorrow,
pain and hope, the eyes he saw while bidding farewell to her. And now those tearful eyes narrowed in mirth!
Imagine the master of her heart was like Kumbhakarna!
Vidyadharan heard the sound of approaching footsteps. It was Muthayya.
“See this!” Muthayya showed him a piece of paper.
“This?” Vidyadharan’s world of fancy went up in smoke.
“Two weeks! For two weeks I am excused from PT and parade!”
“Well.”
“I don’t know what he thinks of himself. I went straight to the doctor-sab. The doctor wants a wooden case for
his radio set. What does Muthayya want? Muthayya wants not'ing, sir. Only he is unable to do PT and parade. Is
that all? Take this—I will throw this on the face of that opium-eating bear …”
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While Muthayya stood there talking, the noise of platoons parading came from the ground. Inter rupted
cautions and reprimands, sound of firm steps falling together. PT was over. Vidyadharan started to the Mess to
have breakfast.
*
In Attawala—mess—men had crowded at the door as bees in a hive. There, the supply was invariably late by
five minutes.
“Open the door.” One knocked hard on the closed door.
“Rascals. All are sleeping inside.”
“We have to go for parade now.” The door opened from inside.
“Hai Hai!”—All of them shouted together.
The cooks came out carrying the big pot full of steaming tea. Three men held their mugs one over another. In
the rice-walla mess, the long queue moved slowly. The khaki flickers and olive green vests were all wet with
sweat and stuck to their bodies. Above the folds of socks, drops of sweat flowed down making lines on the dust
that stuck to their legs. Everyone stood close to the man in front. And to avoid the stink of sweat, they turned their
face one way or other.
Those who got their tea and poori went to the verandah or courtyard of the dining hail. One seeing his friend
for the first time, greeted him:
“Good morning.”
“Good morning, good morning!” A dog eyed wistfully one of them eating his poori.
“Pha! Son of a bitch!” he shouted.
The dog coiled its tail between its legs and went to another. Someone threw a piece of poori to it. A smarter
.dog standing by, snatched away the piece.
“Hayye!” All eyes turned to the man who exclaimed.
“My poori!” He showed his empty hand.
“What happened?”
“An eagle snatched it away.”
“Hold yours carefully,” one advised his friend.
“Good morning, Babuji!” Cinema operator Venkataraman greeted clerk Sadasivan who came for breakfast.
“Good morning.”
“Good morning to you, Venkataraman!”
The clerk wanted to declare that he was not wishing to all and sundry who had crowded there, but to cinema
operator Venkataraman. He went straight to where tea was being served.
“Aai, get back,” one shouted from the queue.
Annoyed, the clerk looked back. Who was there so impertinent as to shout at him? He had in his pocket the
keys of shelves where the conduct sheets of all these men were kept. And now they are obje cting! He kept his
mug extended.
“Clerks and dogs need not stand in queue,” someone remarked.
“Come on, give me soon,” The irritated clerk glared at the cook. His face had gone pale. Standing there he
sipped the tea.
“Is there anything new, Sir?” Venkataraman approached him. The clerk felt relieved. And suddenly
remembering the all powerful files in his shelf, he laughed.
There was something hidden in his laughter. Sadasivan would not have laughed for nothing. Venkataraman was
eager to know.
“Yes, there is something, but it is a secret. Highly confidential.”
Venkataraman was defeated. Better retreat for the time being.
“I would have liked to know for certain. Sorry to trouble you. I thought some new orders might have come.”
he blurted out.
Lance Naik Venkataraman had an eye on Naik Vidyadharan’s rank. The new order was to revert a naik if he
remained in category “C” for six months. The clerk had said so. That meant Naik Vidyadharan would be reverted
to Lance Naik. Then there would be a naik’s vacancy in the section. And Venkataraman would be promoted Naik.
But there was one hindrance. This required a lot of correspondence. Papers had to move from Regimental HQ
to the Record office, and back. But such papers never moved. They lay accumulated on the clerks’ tables.
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The information given now by Sadasivan was more important. In the year-end, men on short-service would be
sent on reserve. The only man on short-service terms in “M” Section, was Muthayya. Venkataraman had nothing
to gain, whether the carpenter went on reserve or not.
“Can Naiks be sent on reserve?”
“Yes.”
“Is it?”
“Why not? Vidyadharan can be pushed out. Those naiks who do not have proper recommendations will be sent
on reserve.”
Heaving a sigh of relief, Venkataraman suddenly smiled. But he did not want to express his wishes bluntly.
“That is what I too thought.”
The clerk had more to say on the matter. The Government did not want to keep anyone who could not work. If
one couldn’t work, he should go home. The names of those to be sent on reserve had to be forwarded soon.
“I will just push him out. He will have to go. Then the way is open for you. Your confidential report is very
good.”
Of course, there was no doubt about it. Venkataraman was proud of his abilities. Half of the radio mechanics in
the unit were trained by him. When he was in Ahmedabad …
His services in Ahmedabad, were of great importance. People generally did not say anything about their
present work. Wasn’t it known to everybody? But where you had been and what you were doing earlier are little
known. So you start harping on the glory of bygone days.
Venkataraman was talking of the failure of the sound system of a film company. They had come for location
shooting. There was some trouble with the mechanism and they could not wait till engineers came from Bombay.
That would cause great financial loss.
It was at this juncture they found Venkataraman. No, he had gone there with some friends to see the shooting
of the picture. Incidentally he asked the manager why he looked so depressed.
“O, our sound system is not working …
“Only sound system?”
“Yes.”
“I am a mechanic, Sir”
“You?”
“Yes, Sir. Mechanic. Electrical, wireless, sound.”
“Please see our machine.”
He saw the resistanee of the para-phase circuit in the amplifier had more ohmic value than required! He
rectified it in no time.
“Then what to say, my babuji?”
“Here now the mechanism of Div. Commander’s radiogram is on my fingertips. And while the Menaka
productions were having their out-door shooting. They had even engineers with them, Yet …”
But babuji was not listening. It was not to hear and believe, the clerk stood there facing him. Venkatraman was
elaborating his abilities. Now Sadasivan would show what a clerk could do. It seemed Venkatraman smelt of his
intention. He stopped his rhetoric abruptly.
“Sir, if you are kind enough …” He began pleadingly this time. Now! Now! Now! He was conceding the
existence of the clerk!
“I shall sec to everything,” the clerk assured him.
“Thank you, sir,”
“No mention, Venkataraman, no mention.” Venkataraman hurried to his barrack. There he looked Vidyadharan
with the corner of his eye.
Leaning to the wall, Vidyadharan sat on his box, smoking beedies. His eternal meditation, thought
Venkataraman.
*
Fitter Sewa Singh sat cross-legged on the cot and tied his pagri. Between his teeth, he held one end of the cloth
and wound it around his head. Seeing Venkataraman, he spoke through the teeth.
“Aren’t you coming for drill?”
“Major, I have to go to show films to the general staff.”
“Say, you are not coming.”
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“Yes, Major. There is going to be some important discussion. While showing the film I may have to stop in she
middle, rewind and start from the very beginning.”
You could say any big lie to Naik Sewa Singh; he would believe it. Tell him that he could go to Delhi by
touching the aerial of the Wireless set. For instance—
“Major, do you like to go to Delhi?”
Doubts arose in Sewa Singh’s mind, for he always dreamt of posting.
“Have my papers come?” he would ask. “And is it to Delhi.”
His village is in Ambala, and there he could live with his wife and children. People alleged that he stole small
articles from the workshop and took them home. Anyway he did not want to go to Delhi.
“Suppose it is to Ambala?”
“Good!” He is happy!
“Will you go?”
“Has the paper come?”
“Leave aside the paper, major. Do you like to go to Ambala?”
“Yes.”
“Then come. “Able” Section Wireless set is on and is through to Ambala. Hold on to the aerial. You will reach
Ambala.”
Sewa Singh wondered whether this could be. Songs and speeches reached all over the world through the aerial.
Why could not he reach Ambala?
Venkataraman was determined to convince Sewa Singh.
“Major, all of them are training films. Artillery bombardment, infantry movement, tanks of heavy cavalry …
That is why I say I have to reach the theatre early morning from today.”
Venkataraman wanted only to be excused from drill. But Sewa Singh was not thinking of that. He was
wondering at the mysterious things. The clever Venkataraman is doing many wonders. Let him do there. But Sewa
Singh too had his seniors …
“Did you get permission from the havildar?” Venkataraman had gone a step higher.
“I have informed the foreman-sab, yesterday, Major. There is going to be a long discussion. Perhaps there will
be a division maneuvering.”
“Vah! Vah!” Sewa Singh exclaimed. “Of course you can go. What did you say? What is the division going to
do?”
“I don't know for sure, major. There might be a maneuvering, overall deployment using new techni ques. In
short, soon there would be a scheme.”
“Oh! That is all!” Sewa Singh could go for scheme every month! What was there so much to speak of a
scheme? Perhaps there might be, for he was not educated like Venkatarman!
“Now let me see who are all coming for drill. Naranjan Singh, Roshan Singh, Rajender Singh, Kamala Prasad,
Abraham, Madhavan—”
“Don’t count me,” telemech Madhavan shouted.
“Heh? Where are you going?”
“I have to go to see GOC’s intercom.” Sewa Singh did not understand.
“What?” he asked. When he turned to look, holding the end of the pagri between his teeth, Madhavan laughed.
“I, telemech Madhavan, am going to test the intercommunication set of the General Officer Commanding who
is also known as the Division Commander. Amen!”
“Hai, hai, O, God! Inter-Complication! So two have gone. And now who are left?”
“There are many others,” Madhavan said laughing. “The OC, foreman, havildar, Naik Sewa Singh! Call my
father-in-law Muthayya, too.”
“O, Muthayya! That is why the difference in the parade statement. This section parade statement is a nuisance;
and for everything you have to give parade statement. But how to get the men physically present in the ground?
Now, where is Muthayya?”
“Muthayya has gone,” family man Babulal who just came in replied.
“Where? Where has he gone?”
“I saw him on my way. He said he was going to the doctor—sab’s house.”
“Heh?”
“He got two weeks PT-parade excuse. He showed me the paper, and told that he was called to the doctor-sab’s
bunglow.”

888

“Come on, brothers, come on,” Sewa Singh called in a tired voice. “It is time to draw rifles from the Arms
Kot.”
87.17 Excerpt from The Untrodden Path\fn{by Basanta Kumari Patnaik (1923-2013)} Cuttack, Cuttack District, Orissa
State, India (F) 2
Maya’s mother-in-law was ill, suffering from an ulcer. No longer did she go to the prayer room as before early
in the morning to offer her puja. For almost a year she had had this ulcer, and now it had got worse. She lay
bedridden, of late oppressed by a new fear. Whenever she felt the need to, she would call Maya and offer her
advice:
“My husband was an only child, Shashi is my only child too. You are bound to him. My days are almost done;
soon I shall die and disappear. You people will take care of this house.”
Maya listened to her, consoled her. Her mother-in-law told her the same thing over and over again, as if only to
provoke the same words of consolation. However old one is, however complicated one’s illness, one never wants
to die.
Maya’s mother-in-law had started listening to the Bhagabata when she took to her bed. She believed she
would attain salvation if she kept listening to the Bhagabata during her dying moments. Her son had no time to
recite it to her. So whenever Maya found time, in the morning or in the evening, she would read it aloud. Her
mother-in-law was amazed to see Maya nursing her with such devotion, even to the point of neglecting herself.
She was the same daughter-in-law of whom she had never even spoken a word of praise or appreciation; she had
never imagined Maya would take so great care of her.
Shashibhusan was perturbed to see his mother’s condition worsen. The doctor said he would prescribe
medicine only after receiving the X-ray report. Shashibhusan had no money, but the treatment had to go on. He
found everything around him dark.
It was evening. Maya was returning after lighting a lamp before the tulsi\fn{The sacred basil plant worshipped in a
Hindu family.} altar when Shashibhusan called to her.
Maya looked back. Shashibhusan stood behind her.
“There’s no more money, Maya. There’s no hope of getting a loan. Everyone has refused.”
There was a note of desperation in his voice.
“Where did you get the money you've spent so far?”
“That was also borrowed. I got three hundred rupees from Ram babu after pledging a plot of land. He has no
confidence in us. So there’s no hope of getting any more from him.”
The light of day was fading; darkness was advancing steadily. Although they could not see each other’s face in
the semi-darkness of the twilight hour, they could realize the language of each other’s heart. The candle a little
distance away suddenly flickered and burnt out. Maya heaved a sigh.
“What will we do? The treatment isn’t finished …” Shashibhusan looked into Maya’s face.
“Will you accept money from me?” Maya said returning his look. Taken aback Shashibhusan asked,
“What did you say?”
“When you need money, why do you ask others without telling me?”
“Where will you get money?”
With a faint smile, Maya replied, “By giving you my ornaments.”
Shashibhusan became gravely serious at the mention of the ornaments. In their poverty-stricken life, Maya’s
ornaments were their only wealth. Would he have to take them? Did he have the right to sell them?
At that moment Maya’s mother-in-law's voice could be heard, calling Maya to come and read the Bhagabata.
Maya hurriedly left and Shashibhusan moved around the tulsi altar absent-mindedly.
*
Early next morning Maya opened the box containing her ornaments, looking at each of them. The past floated
before her eyes. Of the four thousand rupees received at the time of marriage, two thousand had been spent to
repay a loan and the other two thousand to buy land. She had heard both praise and blame for these ornaments.
Today they would be used for a different purpose. Everyone wanted ornaments for their value. If they were equal
to a basketful of earth, who would wear them?
Seeing two large necklaces in Maya’s hands, Shashibhusan stood stupefied.
“Aren’t you sad?” he asked.
“I will give these away. Why should I keep them? Am I going to marry again?”
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“But I’ll never be able to get them back for you again.”
“I know that,” Maya smiled.
“What do you know?” Shashibhusan looked at Maya suspiciously.
“I know your income is low.” Maya was still smiling.
Shashibhusan’s ego was hurt. He said,
“Oh! That’s why you are showing me mercy! No, I don’t need these ornaments.”
“I’m not giving them to you; they’re for mother. You have to take them.”
Leaving the box there Maya went out of the room.
Holding the two necklaces in his hands Shashibhusan took a deep breath.
*
At noontime, after finishing the household chores, Maya was going to take a rest when the servant brought her
two letters.
The first was from Kaberi; her new address was written on the cover. She looked at the address again and
opened the letter. Four pages: how she had to work hard without rest; how she remembered her in-laws; and
finally how ill-luck had separated her from her dear ones, etc. Maya laughed to herself at the flashes of literature
and philosophy in the letter.
She hurriedly opened the other letter. Her brother Pratap had written:
Father is seriously ill. He wants to see you. Mother is crying—

Maya could not finish the letter. Welling tears blurred the words. She remained seated, holding the letter. Her
tears made the ink of the letter run, but she was not conscious of that.
Pitambar babu’s face appeared before her eyes. It was as if he was opening his eyes only to see her. As if
Pitambar babu’s voice was heard above the groans of her mother-in-law in the adjoining room,
“Maya, Maya, I won’t live long … come soon.”
Maya got up in a hurry and like a mad woman moved aimlessly about the house. She would have to go.
Pitambar babu would be waiting for her. Who would nurse him if she did not go? All the words and actions of
Pitambar babu flashed before her one by one, like scenes in a movie.
Presently she heard the groans of her mother-in-law in the adjoining room. She realized that a patient lay here,
too. What could she do? She felt as if she were suffocating; she felt as if all of them were trying to throttle her.
With a muffled groan, Maya sat down on the bed. She had left her father’s house; now she would only be a
guest there. They might depend on her outwardly, but they were no longer her family. Her in-laws’ house was her
house now. Her mother-in-law was ill. She had brought her as her daughter-in-law in the hope that she would take
care of her during her last days. How could she leave her at a time like this?
And her father’s house—was it not also her house? She had grown up there along with her brothers. Father
must be searching for her, dying for her. If she did not go, wouldn’t there be anguish in his mind, in mother’s
mind and in her own mind too?
No, she would go. Her first duty was to her father.
On hearing her mother-in-law’s feeble voice Maya stepped in.
“Stay seated here, my daughter. This life could end at any time. Do I have the strength to call you, to speak to
you?”
Tears flowed down from Maya’s eyes. She could not find her way, although she was trying to fulfill her duty.
There were bonds on both sides, and she would have to sever one of them. Which would she sever? Which was
the more important to her? …
1924
78.372 Excerpt from As Strength Met Strength\fn{by Sudha Chauhan (1924-after 1991)} Jabalpur, Jabalpur District,
Madhya Pradesh, India (F) 4
… The origin of most of Mother’s stories could be found in some real-life incident but her imagination
transformed it and wove it into something quite different.
There was one story called Cada Dimag (Vanity) in which an editor inadvertently mixes up the envelopes of
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letters written to the writer and to another person, and the writer receives the letter written to the other person. In
it the editor complains that the writer does not reply to letters and has not been sending in any stories.
This story is based on a real-life incident. When Sri Ilachandra Joshi was the editor of Vishwamitra he had sent
a letter meant for Mother to Narmada Prasad Khare and she had got the letter meant for him. The description of
the misunderstanding and confusion it caused was also drawn from her own experience.
Similarly the account of the Brahmin child widow in Ekadasi is based on a person from real life and the doctor
in that story is possibly Dr. George D’Silva. He was not only an able medical practitioner but was also a dedicated
and fearless Congress\fn{The Congress Party, the political party that dominated Indian politics for nearly fifty years after
independence from the United Kingdom in 1947.} worker from Jabalpur, who, perhaps because of these very qualities,
never found a place in the ranks of the Congress leadership.
In most of Mother’s stories, the dependent woman, bound by the harsh discipline of the family, or the
rebellious woman, ready to take on society and her helpless anger, both find a voice. The heroine can challenge
society to demand respect for her selfhood and can have a relationship of equality and friendliness with men. But
in many stories this rebellious woman is defeated and broken by the injustice she has to bear and either goes mad
or is forced to commit suicide.
One story—Manjli Rani—begins like this:
“Who was he to me? What can I say? Well, if you consider it seriously he can be nothing to me. How could
he? I, a Brahmin; he, a Kshatriya; I, a woman; he, a man. He could not be a relative, nor could he be a friend. Oh,
what have I said! Friend! As if a woman can have a man as a friend, and if so, would society tolerate it? If a
woman has any interaction with a man, if she talks to him in a friendly way, then that woman must be depraved or
of weak character.”
A woman’s struggle to establish her identity and selfhood is at the core of many of her stories. In her own life
her husband had encouraged her to grow and assisted the development of her personality. The experiences of her
women characters should not, therefore, be regarded as what she herself went through but as what she knew in
general. They should be read as her response to the injustice meted out to women, of which she herself was a
victim.
Srimati Shakuntala Srivastava, who had been a close associate of Mother’s in the Congress before she got
married, wrote to me, saying:
He\fn{Lakshman Singh} never insisted on Subhadraji observing purdah. In fact he gave her opportunities to go freely
out of the house and meet people. It would not be an overstatement to say that it was due to his encouragement that
Subhadraji could develop her literary talent and could involve herself in politics. The atmosphere of the town was
conservative and she had become a talking point because of her activities.

In spite of finding so much support and sympathy in her personal life, Mother must have had to struggle and
fight against social pressures all the time. Around 1920-1921 when illiteracy and purdah were enormous realities
for women, to cast aside purdah and go out courageously roused enough comment to break a weak person’s
resolve. But it merely made Mother more rebellious. It was inevitable that her stories reflected anger against
unjust social strictures because she herself was a victim of their excesses. The one point difficult to comprehend
in her stories is that it is the husband who most often takes on the role of oppressor as a representative of a larger
social reality. Her own husband was a man of liberal views who had a very modern outlook toward the question of
respect for women and equal rights for them. Even in the present day there are few men who are so truly
progressive, both within and without; fifty years ago such a person seemed to belong to the world of imagination
alone. It was perhaps Mother’s attempt to paint the picture of a larger social reality rather than express the truth of
her personal life that accounts for the men in her stories being so oppressive and suspicious.
This is not to say, however, that Father and Mother never disagreed. Their biggest difference, which sometimes
led to a quarrel, centers around Grandmother. Father had a weak spot in his heart for his mother. She was an oldfashioned orthodox person. Often Father would say to Mother:
“You are educated and intelligent. You should not argue with Mother.”
He said this even though he did not agree with his mother’s views about not breaking traditions. It was always
Mother who bore the brunt of her mother-in-law’s ire. In Dristikon, one of Mother’s stories, the heroine wishes to
give shelter to a child widow who is five months pregnant, who is sitting on the roadside after being abandoned
by her family. The heroine has to bear the diatribe of her husband and mother-in-law, but her sympathy for the
luckless widow does not waver. I don’t know if this story draws on experience for its plot but undoubtedly in any
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such situation, if Grandmother took an opposing stand, Father would simply ask Mother to give in. He would
unhesitatingly provide moral support and financial help to such an unfortunate person, but he would consider it
better to avoid doing anything that would add fat to the fire of his mother’s temper.
In our neighborhood there were three or four Rajput families, but except for us, all held government jobs.
There was a deputy commissioner, a police station officer, or thanedar, a doctor, and a senior clerk in the police
department. These were our neighbors; there was some interaction between us but there was neither attraction nor
enthusiasm to increase intimacy.
But marriages were another matter. When the thanedar’s daughter was married, all the neighbors were invited
for a meal. A row of women sat down to eat. Kaca kana was being served.\fn{A note reads: A non-fried cooked food that
carries with it the possibility of ritual pollution through the touch of a person of a lower caste .} A young girl, the daughter of one
of his tenants who was a schoolmate of the thanedar’s daughter, came and sat alongside the others. There were
many conjectures about her origins. People said that her mother had been “found” by her grandmother, and that
her parents had lived together without being lawfully wedded. Her mother had since died and her father had
returned to his family, so the orphaned child was being looked after by her grandmother. The feast had not yet
begun. The lady of the house came down the row serving something, and as soon as she saw the girl, she pulled
her up by the hand and said:
“You sit and eat outside.”
The young girl often did not know why she was being asked to get up, but felt hurt enough to burst into tears.
Mother could not bear this. She left the feast and brought the girl home. Food was cooked, and they both ate from
the same plate. It is not difficult to imagine the criticism and the innuendo such behavior would have excited in
the community. But Mother felt she had been gifted with another daughter and she maintained this relationship
throughout her life.
Her patriotism was also part of this larger humanity of hers. She regarded the poverty and illiteracy in the
country as a result of colonialism. Her love of her country was synonymous with courage and sacrifice, and was
based on the solid ground of idealism. Her being an idealist was deeply interlinked with her being a true
Gandhian, but she was not unaware of the growing bureaucratic mentality and ever-increasing power struggles
within the Congress. She discusses it in her story Manjli Rani. Manjli Rani’s father-in-law turns her out of the
house on suspicions of her moral character. A woman bereft of the protection of her home after marriage does not
find refuge in her father’s house either. Mother writes:
A woman who was the queen of a palace until yesterday did not have a place to stand today. I thought long and hard.
The satyagraha struggles for the country’s freedom are on. Why shouldn’t I join it as a swa-yamsevika and spend the
rest of my days in the service of my country? I asked many people for directions and reached the Congress party office.
There were three people sitting there. They asked me to produce a letter of recommendation from a Congress
committee, and when I said I did not have one, they refused to register me as a volunteer.

Whether it is with the Rai-sahibs and seths who supported the foreign rulers or the patriotic freedom fighters, a
poor person finds no place in either social setting. He or she is scorned everywhere. Mother’s stories, which show
a patriotic feeling, carry a deep empathy for the poor and downtrodden as a necessary element of patriotism …
In the beginning, for a long time, we did not get any news of Mother or Father. Neither did they get to hear
about us. We were young and were roused and excited by the arrests made by the government as well as by the
general unrest. Living alone without our parents, we felt that we were also doing something toward the attainment
of the country’s freedom. So we weren’t very upset or worried. Youth is such a time of energy and enthusiasm that
the tired footsteps of anxiety cannot keep pace with it for long. But our parents were cut off from the dailiness
\fn{Routine quality of; ordinariness:W} of life, incarcerated within the high walls of jail and without news of the
movement outside or of their children, whom they’d left alone. And whatever they heard from the new prisoners
was not very encouraging. One can well imagine what a time of deep anxiety those early days must have been for
them.
After a few weeks we received letters from Mother and Father. Both of them said that they were well over
there and we were not to worry about them. I was the eldest so I was told to take care of my brothers and they
were instructed to obey me. From the letter we gathered that they were still in the Jabalpur jail and that we could
write to them four times a month. This was the first time that I, a completely inexperienced callow girl, had had
the responsibility of managing the house. I heard that among other things postage would cost more soon. I thought
to myself that there will be letters to write to Mother and Father every week so why don’t I buy several postcards
and envelopes before the rates rise. As a result for many months we had to post letters with additional stamps!
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In the individual satyagraha program of 1941, Mother had been the only female political prisoner, but this
time there were many women with her. All the female political prisoners from Madhya Pradesh were in the
Jabalpur Central Jail. There were only two women in the A class category: Jamnalal Bajaj’s daughter, Om, and his
eldest daughter-in-law, Savitri Bajaj. In the B class there were many other women along with Mother; there were
at least twenty to twenty-five women from Wardha Mahilashram and their superintendent, Kamla Tai Lele. There
was a Maharashtrian woman who had a son about as old as our youngest sister, Mamta, whom Mother had taken
along with her. There were some women with young children in the C class also.
One such C class prisoner told the story of her arrest to Mother. Her husband had been arrested in August as
soon as the movement had begun. She and her two children were left without any resources. Police repression was
at its most brutal, so the neighbors not only did not help her, they were scared even to talk to her. She had no close
relatives and the distant ones became even more so in times of such trouble. This illiterate and destitute woman
could see no support in the whole wide world for her and could think of no means to feed her two children. She
then began, very deliberately, in full view of a policeman, to hammer at a letter box with a stone. She was
immediately jailed along with her children. This was her objective, because here she was secure and her children
would be fed. The simple woman to be found in the C class did not don robes of idealism, neither did she know
how to weave a web of high-sounding words.
Leaders talk of socialism and trusteeship on the dais but it seems as if, like caste prejudices, class differences
have seeped to our bones and are unwittingly revealed in our daily behavior. For the entire conglomeration of
imprisoned freedom fighters this categorization of A, B, and C was not just a classification imposed by the state.
It was a division that their own hearts and minds responded to and accepted. And so the behavior of A and B class
women prisoners toward the C class women was not particularly admirable, although they did fondle their
children occasionally much as policemen show concern toward the people during a goodwill week.
The Maharashtrian woman’s good-looking child became a plaything for all the other women. They had all left
their homes and families behind and the presence of the child evoked their maternal feelings.
Mamta could not speak clearly because of a defect in her palate. Mother had been taking her to Bombay for the
operations she needed every three months. During the 1941 satyagraha she had had to delay her participation
because of the operation, but in 1942 she had no alternative. Mamta’s life and future were Mother’s greatest
anxiety, but they too fell a little below the call of the struggle in the country. If Mamta’s future had been a greater
concern than the country’s problems, she could easily have assured the government of her dissociation from the
movement, and she would have been immediately set free.
But how could such a thing happen when the freedom of the country and the self-respect of her countrymen
were at stake? Who could think only of one’s own children and family at such a time? It is not as if Mother did
not feel torn between the two, but after considering the matter carefully, she put her country before her family’s
happiness. Whatever Mother did was well thought out. She took a clear decision and went to jail, but her daughter
Mamta was still a child. What did she understand of it all? Only that her Mother and Father were both in jail, and
that Mother had only arranged for some flour, rice, and lentils to make sure that her brothers and sister did not
starve. Who was there to send her fruits and sweets and toys from home? The A class prisoners were given many
facilities and there was no dearth of relatives to send them things. The other women had all left affluent families
and homes behind and so the other child never wanted for fruit or sweets and playthings. He had thirty guardians.
Mamta was usually ignored. The love and affection of all the women were showered on the other child.
Mother noticed this partiality, but how could she say, “My child cannot speak but she is dearer to me than the
whole world. Please show her a little affection too; you have nothing to lose by it.” Mamta would often come
crying, saying Bhabhi had given Baba a toy or a picture book or sweets. All her mother could do was to assure her
she would also get everything for her sometime. The little daughter who was gifted with a fine intelligence would
not throw any further tantrums.
There were two or three guava trees in the compound of the women’s ward. Mother would sit with Mamta
under the furthest tree and then mother and daughter would talk of Father, of her sister and brothers, of all those
who loved Mamta very much and would send her lovely things. Both would thus lose themselves in the memory
of their home, where there was plenty of love and a sharing of whatever little was there to be shared …
Mother could do her reading and writing only in the dead silence of the night. The consequence of having
sufficient oil for just one hour of light was that in that ten-month period of imprisonment she managed to write
just a few pages of her diary, whereas when she was in jail for a month in 1941 she had produced nearly fifteen
stories. Keeping a diary at the least may have reduced her feeling of helplessness—she knew it was impossible to
talk about her problems. There was nobody to share her pain and there are limits to bearing repression, which is
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why it is sometimes cathartic to keep a diary. But very often we came across passages like this:
There is no oil in the lantern so I will not be able to write,

or
I want to write something very quickly because the lantern will soon go off.

Long periods of proximity had created a sense of kinship among the women. Mother would never sit idle. She
had had a large household, five children, her own home, a small garden, cows, and buffaloes. Besides, the
problems and anxieties of all the people she knew became her own. Outside the prison there was hardly a moment
during the day when she was not busy. Except for the men’s trousers and shirts, she would stitch our blouses and
Father’s garments herself. Her Singer machine was a daily companion.
In prison, it was an inactive life. Reading and writing at night were impossible because of the absence of light.
She wrote to me:
Beti, if you need petticoats and blouses, send me the material and I’ll stitch them for you.

She wanted the authorities to allow her to get her own sewing machine, but she was not granted permission.
Then she stitched my clothes by hand. After that all the girls of Mahilashram asked to have their blouses stitched
by her. Mother was very good at both knitting and stitching. She was not fond of embroidery but in jail she even
embroidered pillow covers so that the hours would pass. She also liked to compose doggerel verse to amuse the
others. Her relationship with the other prisoners was one of openness and friendliness.
Once they all decided to celebrate Holi, the spring festival. Colors were prepared inside the jail and everyone
threw color with abandon. On Vijay Dashmi they put together an entertainment program. The ones who could,
sang, others produced a play. The girls pursued Mother and made her recite her poetry.
At this level the contact was fine, but the occasional shallow pretense of sticking to a principle would pain
Mother greatly. Meals for the Mahilashram women came together and invariably a little would be left over, which
was sent back. There were one or two pregnant women in the C class who found their food unpalatable. Mother
then suggested that instead of sending the B class food back, it could be given to these women instead. How could
the women who had taken a vow of truthfulness do something that was illegal! As a result of this, Mother had to
give them something out of her own meal.
The jail authorities were generally annoyed with her behavior and would punish her when they pleased by not
allowing her to write or receive letters.
There are other incidents that reflect the contrast between Mother’s way of looking at things and that of the
Mahilashram women.
Once the matron locked some C class women out of their barracks as a punishment and went away. Their
bedclothes were all inside and some of the women had young children with them. The women might manage
somehow, but how would the children manage? Mother could not give away all her bedclothes because she also
had her daughter to think of. She went to the women from the Mahilashram. They had long strips of jute on which
they sat to spin the charka and in the evening these strips were used for prayers and the singing of hymns. Mother
asked them to give these jute strips to the women, who could use them to lie on on the floor.
But what about those who had been punished by being kept from their beds? Would it not be a danger to truth
and ahimsa to violate the law and provide beds for them? So the other women refused. Disappointed, Mother
gave away a dhulie and a blanket from her own bed and had to bear the brunt of the anger of the jail authorities
for this crime …
Conditions were not the same for all the women. The younger ones had left no responsibilities behind; for
them this prison sojourn was more like an uninterrupted vacation, which they could put to productive use by
exercising to keep their bodies fit or to improve their skins. But not all of them were so fortunate. Mother used to
worry constantly about her four children who were outside:
Today there was no letter from the children and now I will not get one for a month. God is there. He will protect
them and give them the courage and strength to bear suffering. God, you alone can look after my blameless young
children. O Divine Spirit, they are young, look to their needs. God, you who look to the welfare of everybody, cast one
look toward my four children after that. That will be enough for them. I have done no virtuous deeds that I can beg for
your favors, but the father of the children! He is like a devta.\fn{A note reads: A minor god or a god on earth; distinct from a
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deva, one of the gods in heaven.} Think of him and look after the children, O Lord!

To knowingly give up writing and receiving letters from the children—for whom her heart was torn asunder—
in order to fight injustice testifies to her enormous moral courage and her deep devotion to the values she held
important.
Naturally maternal, Mother endured an anxiety for her children that knew no end. To console herself she could
turn to nobody but God. One daughter was with her, and by looking after her and showering affection on her she
could try and divert her mind, but that too was not possible. In jail, unthinking hurtful behavior on the part of any
person can deeply wound another’s sensitive spirit and Mother often had to bear this.
But there were occasions when some incidents acted as a soothing balm. The jailer took Mamta to the men’s
ward and Father was able to play with his daughter and this made Mother feel very much better.
Once either in jest or in the spirit of an experimental joke and perhaps to test his character, the chief jailer said
to Father,
“I’ll go to Subhadra Kumari today and say that Chauhan Sahib says that the children are alone so she should
seek a pardon.” Father had no doubts at all on his wife’s account. He believed that she would not do anything that
would go against their self-respect. He told the jailer,
“Go and say what you like.” The jailer came to the women’s ward and said,
“Chauhan Sahib says the children are all alone at home and that you should apologize and go home to them.”
Mother shot back,
“Tell him if he is worrying about the children so much, he can apologize and go free.” The jailer, despite being
a servant of the British, was touched by her strength and self-respect. He told Father happily the next day,
“Do you know, Chauhan Sahib, Subhadraji is a real Kshatrani (a woman from the Warrior caste). What did she
say? She said, ‘Go and tell him if he is so worried about the children, then why doesn’t he apologize and free
himself!’”
Father knew that this would happen. Even so, hearing it from the jailer pleased him very much.
The occasional news that one received of the other simply because they were in the same jail also ended soon,
because Father and many of his associates were sent to Nagpur. We only knew of his transfer when we started
receiving his letters from Nagpur. When he was being sent, somebody who had seen him at the station had told us
that our Father was being sent out of Jabalpur. But we did not know where. …
78.364 The Mahabharata Retold\fn{by Satindra Singh (1924- )} Punjab State, India (M) 2
Until the partition of the Indian sub-continent in August 1947, Gurdaspur was a small town. Life crawled on
without change, without excitement. Its inhabitants were completely unaware of the brightness of life.
True, there was some variety and color in its otherwise drab and seemingly changeless existence when
religious festivals came. On Dussehra, there was some gaiety and pageantry when the effigy of the Demon King,
Ravana, was burnt amidst the deafening exploding of crackers. On Diwali, the festival of earthen lamps, too, there
was some commotion and some excitement, and some change in the ancient routine of life. Holi was also
celebrated with joyous abandon, with sprinkling of colors and colored water. On Baisakhi, the rustic and sturdy
peasants performed Bhangra dances in order to celebrate the coming of the harvest when the golden wheat
swayed delicately in the spring breeze.
The routine of life was also somewhat ruffled in a pleasant way on the occasion of the birth anniversaries of
Guru Nanak Dev\fn{Founder of the Sikh religion.} and Guru Gobind Singh. On these auspicious occasions, robust and
bearded Sikhs, naked swords in hand, led the procession, heads bowed before the Granth Sahib\fn{The sacred
scriptures of the Sikhs.} carried shoulder-high in a palanquin.
There was also some change in the lazy and colorless stream of life on Eid and Shab-e-Barat when puritanical
Muslims let themselves go.
On all these occasions, flung far and few between, children put on new clothes and were allowed to while
away their time—playing.
Besides these religious—and necessarily communal—festivals, children had opportunities to celebrate
common events—without consideration of caste or community. Though not regular, such occasions were looked
forward to with great keenness.
One of these was the arrival of the road-roller during the summer season. For us it was a day to keep away
from school. We did not come home for our mid-day meals and the ordained siesta thereafter. All this, of course,
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meant the birch both at school and at home. But who cared? We exultingly followed the road-roller from one end
of the main street to another. Its whistle sent us into ecstasy. We stopped our ears with our fingers, closed our
eyes, and felt lifted up and floating in the air.
The only thing that dwarfed the road-roller in our estimation was the arrival of a circus, a theatrical company
or a touring cinema. For that was a completely new world for us. The arrival of any one of these threw Gurdaspur
into unusual activity, sweet and colorful. We hovered around its encampment like flies around jaggery in grocer
Nathu’s shop.
What transpired inside was always a mystery to us. Our elders did not take us to those shows. Nor were we
allowed to go unescorted. If we ever insisted on accompanying them, they turned round and angrily reminded us
that “Sons and daughters of gentle folk do not go to these exhibitions of vulgarity.” Sometimes they said: “When
you grow up and understand the facts of life, then you may go and see such performances. But not now, you
mealy-mouthed kids.”
If we persisted we were scolded, spanked and shut up. Our parents firmly believed that if we ever happened to
see a film show or a theatrical performance, we would go astray from the narrow, straight path of virtue and miss
the purpose of life. Any return to correct life would then be as impossible as caressing the sky.
Whether this was the truth and nothing but the truth our infantile reasoning could not figure out fully. But a
film or a theatrical performance always remained an unextinguished craving. How to satisfy it was a problem
forcing us to all manner of scheming.
At school, teachers dinned into our ears the glory of unquestioned obedience to parents; to hurt the feelings of
parents even unwittingly or to fail to respect their wishes, even whims, was the depth of degradation. In the tussle
between craving and duty we found the former was always stronger.
Some sort of a show was permitted to us only during the Dussehra holidays. The triangular drama of man,
beauty and the devil represented by Rama, Sita and Ravana, respectively, was a great concession to us.
I was in the sixth or seventh standard when a theatrical company again strayed into Gurdaspur. I conspired
with my younger brothers to persuade—force would, in fact, be the right word—father to take us to a show. We
thought up a line of action and mugged up a few decisive sentences to waft our request to the heat of the man in
father.
Our excitement grew with the decline of the day. Before the evening set in, we took our stand at the entrance,
anxiously awaiting father’s arrival. We sighted Pitaji at last; he came home with a stick I hand and in a grave
mood. We respectfully made way for him. Noticing our unusual behavior, he gave us a faint smile of approbation.
Heartened, we followed him into the house. On the way I winked to my younger brother. Now was the moment
to open the issue. Pitaji was in an amicable mood. My brother answered in the sign language: “Don’t think I am a
coward or that I have forgotten. Let Pitaji change and have his glass of Sakenjbeen.”
As usual father put the stick in a corner, sat down upon a charpoy, called our youngest brother, Billoo, and
began fondling him. The opportunity was not lost o him. Haltingly, he framed the request: “Pitaji, take us to the
theater tonight.”
Hari, the younger brother, immediately lent support in perfect rehearsed words.
Father’s immediate reaction was to wave off that very serious proposition. But when he found us insistent, he
said angrily: “Ankh ka Jadoo\fn{Magic of the eyes.} is not meant for you. You are kids.”
“But we must see it.” I insisted with obvious vehemence.
Hardly had I finished the sentence when a slap descended on my cheek. Sobbing, I made for the door. My
brothers followed humbled and humiliated.
This incident broke our spirits immediately. For days we were afraid to show up in father’s presence. But all
the time our teacher’s other exhortation continued to echo in our ears: “Man does not give up his efforts because
of defeats and difficulties; failures are stepping stones to success.”
After the lapse of a week or so, the theatrical company announced its next play, the Mahabharata. I called my
brothers to a conference. We discussed the issue and unanimously decided to press our demand again, but this
time first on mother.
We filed gingerly into her room. She smiled and asked
“Now whom is the army going to attack?”
We told her what we were after. Solemnly, she changed father’s oft-repeated sermon. But finding us adamant,
she thundered and threatened. We remained unimpressed, and went on repeating: “Mataji, the Mahabharata is a
religious play. You yourself often narrate stories from the epic. Why don’t you take us to the play?”
Cornered, she said: “Go and tell your father. He is after all the master of the house, not I.”
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When father returned home in the evening, we put up our demand to him. He fretted and fumed, thundered and
threatened and otherwise tried his utmost to wriggle out somehow but the play was religious. Our demand could
not be brushed aside.
That night father took us to the show. We were bursting with joy. This was our first victory.
We went into the theatrical hall—an improvisation for the occasion. Excitedly, we waited for the show to
begin. With the deafening explosion of a cracker, the curtain began rolling up—slowly, too slowly, we felt.
And nothing was visible on the stage: a thick wall of smoke stood between us and the stage. After the smoke
dispersed we spotted out some male and female figures offering prayers in unison. The ritual over, the show began
with one or two skits.
I was yawning and soon dozed off. I don’t know how long I remained unawake. I was rudely woken up by
father. With clenched teeth and suppressed anger, he was saying: “You damned son of a sin! You son of a pig! I
have had to spend hard-earned money only to see you go to sleep in the hall. Never ask me to take you anywhere
again or you will regret it, I tell you.”
Jabbering, I woke up. I myself could not make out why I had dozed off.
I rubbed my eyes and looked at the stage. The Pandavas were locked in a gambling bout with their cousins, the
Kauravas. With every throw of the dice, excitement rose in the hall. After losing all their worldly possessions, the
Pandavas staked their common wife, Draupadi. Everyone was engrossed in the scene. I was pitying poor Draupadi
and saying to myself: “If I were the Pandavas I would never stake Draupadi for the life of me.”
No sooner had the Pandavas lost Draupadi then Duryodhana, the Kaurava chief, ordered that she should be
brought in. She was dragged to the stage as a slave. When she tried to rush out she was forced back again by her
hair by Dushasana, Duryodhana’s mighty brother; she was made to sit in Duryodhana’s lap.
After these insults, Duryodhana ordered Dushasana to strip her.
Everyone in the hall craned his neck and fixed his anxious gaze on the stage. The God-fearing among the
audience began chanting, “Ram, Ram.”
When Dushasana began pulling off her sari, Draupadi closed her eyes, and with folded hands prayed for
intervention by Lord Krishna, her brother: “Have pity on me. Come to my rescue and save me from this dishonor.
You have saved the honor of millions. Save mine too.”
Her prayers were touching.
When half of her sari had been pulled off, excitement mounted to a crescendo in the audience. Lord Krishna
had thrown no wrap from the sky to cover Draupadi’s shame.
Spectators started shouting: “Cast the wrap, cast the wrap.”
The more enthusiastic among them could not rest content with shouts. They stood up and began yelling for the
wrap, gesticulating angrily. Youngsters climbed up their chairs and benches and began whistling, howling and
thumping.
With a heavy thud, a bench broke down, and the clamor was stilled momentarily, bringing the audience and
players to familiar dimensions.
In that pin-drop silence a voice confided from somewhere behind the curtains and drapery: “Lord Krishna
won’t throw down the wrap tonight; his salary has been in arrears for the last four months.”
66.49 The Cock Fight\fn{by Amin Kamil (1924- )} Kaprin, Ananthnag District, Jammu & Kashmir State, India (M)
4
The moment Shahmal spied Ghulam Khan entering the compound with the bird in his hands, she was up on
her feet. She even forgot to wash her pheran which had been soiled by her six-month-old baby. She felt as if she
had found a treasure and cried to her husband, instantly:
“So you have brought it! I was apprehensive that you would come empty-handed even today.”
She almost snatched the cock from her husband’s hands and began to stroke its feathers and comb.
“Four-and-a-half rupees I paid for it”—Ghulam Khan stressed the word rupees, as though to convince Shahmal that the cock was not a poor weakling.
Shahmal did not seem interested in the price he had paid; she had an eye only for the rooster, and joy bubbled
within her at its sight. She placed it on the ground and cast a glance at the window of the adjacent house, raising
and arching her brows. Then she addressed her husband again, in a slightly louder tone:
“This is the type of cock I was looking for. Of course the markets are flooded day and night with scavenger
cocks, which the whole neighborhood has bought.”
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Ghulam Khan made no comment and walked off indoors.
The cock’s legs were tied together with a bit of string and he hopped about with difficulty. He pecked at the
string that held him, throwing glances upwards as if to size up his surroundings.
Shahmal already owned two hens. They were, in the meantime, burrowing for food in the heap of refuse in the
compound. When the rooster’s crow fell on their ears, they stood stunned and looked at him suspiciously—or
were they trying to estimate the demeanor and nature of this new-comer? One of the hens moved towards him,
swaying her body gracefully, in a seemingly disinterested manner, as if strolling about just for her own pleasure.
The other hen, who was all the while clawing at the heap of refuse, raised a cloud of dust around her and bathed
herself in it.
“Ugh! I thought it was someone worthwhile. What is it to me? Let him be, whoever he is!”
Shahmal fetched a handful of rice and sprinkled it before the cock. He fell upon it hungrily and went on
stuffing his crop with huge mouthfuls, as if he had been starving for days.
When the hens saw this special favor done to the cock, they ran and pecked hastily at the scattered rice grains.
Shahmal cast another glance towards the window of the adjacent house. Seeing no one there, she shouted loudly
at the hens:
“Shoo, shoo! A plague on you! The poor hungry fellow! You won’t let him feed in peace. One would think you
had had nothing to eat for days!”
The hens ran away, clucking loudly. They knew for whom Shahmal’s reproof was intended. Why, otherwise,
would they have run for their lives? But, at a safe distance, they still pecked nervously at the stray grains of rice
scattered around the cock.
“Congratulations!” Jani the Skinny leaned out of her window and called to Shahmal. “When did this cock
come?”
Shahmal had been waiting for this call, ever since the rooster was brought, and the instant it came, she struck
up an attitude, lifted up her head, smoothed out the imaginary creases in her pheran and, flourishing her silver earrings, said:
“My husband has just bought it. Four and a half rupees he paid for it.” Shahmal stressed the word rupees more
than her husband had done a short while back.
“Must be from the countryside,” Jani the Skinny expressed her opinion quite innocently. “Yes, so it seems. A
good cock.”
“And just imagine, it is only seven months old.” Shahmal fixed the age of the cock arbitrarily. “It is of a
special breed, not usually brought to the town. And so expensive! Who would buy them?” After a pause she added
in contemptuous tone, “People here would want only those scavenger cockerels!”
This remark set Jani’s heart on fire. She knew that she herself was the target of these contemptuous words.
Flushing scarlet she moved away from the window, crying:
“I have something on the frying pan. You feed him as best you can.”
Shahmal chuckled at the empty window and with pursed lip, scolded the hens:
“Shoo! shoo! May a blight fall upon you!” Again she turned towards the rooster with pride and joy.
*
The truth was that Shahmal had wanted this cock out of spite for Jani the Skinny. While Jani had five hens and
one cock, Shahmal had only two hens. She had three in fact but one had died of sickness along with her five
chicks.
Jani the Skinny’s cock would hop up from its compound to the wall which separated the two houses and from
there it would hop down to Shahmal’s compound. Having no male bird of her own, she welcomed these visits as
providential, but disliked them intensely when she left the paddy or corn to dry in the sun. He would cling to her
courtyard like a parasite. No amount of chasing could restrain him from coming back to eat and scatter the corn.
Shahmal was afraid of leaving anything to dry in the sun. When at last her patience was exhausted, her pent-up
wrath burst out and she released a volley of abuse on the cook. Jam the Skinny had heard her and leaning out of
her window, retorted mockingly:
“You should buy a cock of your own, do you hear? You welcome him on certain occasions, do you not? Yet the
loss of a few grains of rice pinches you.”
Shahmal was cut to the quick by this remark. From that very moment she was after her husband to get a cock.
Jani the Skinny also took all possible care not to let her cock reach the other side of the wall.
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Ghulam Khan evaded his wife for about a fortnight with one excuse or another; but it was impossible to put
her off any longer. He had to buy the cock from a dealer in Maisuma Bazar for three rupees, though he added a
rupee and a half to its actual price to impress his wife, so that she might not say in her characteristic tone:
“Ugh, what a stinking cock you have bought! Were there no better ones to be had anywhere?”
Jani the Skinny’s cock was red, with dottings of black here and there; Shahmal’s new one was snowy white
and dazzlingly fair. His gait also was more impressive than that of Jani the Skinny’s rooster. But the latter looked
stronger with his sturdy limbs. This was the only distinction; otherwise they were both of the same breed and
almost the same price.
Night fell. Everyone went to bed. Shahmal propped up her elbow on the pillow and resting her cheek on the
palm of her hand, the baby at her breast, thought of the new cock.
“How the cock’s sight must have set the Skinny’s heart on fire! Can I ever forget her pointed, poisoned words?
Let her cock just venture towards this side of the wall. If I don’t break his leg, don’t call me Shahmal!”
With this decision she chanced to look at her husband’s face. He seemed indescribably handsome and a flush
came to her face. She pushed her elbow away and was laying her head on the pillow when there was a sudden
crowing from the pen.
“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”
Shahmal was stunned. She raised her head and listened intently, thinking that perhaps it was her fancy playing
tricks on her. But there was another unmistakable crowing:
“Cock-a-doodle-doo!”
And Shahmal felt as if her neck had been twisted and broken. She sat up in bed and cried:
“Oh, listen! Do you hear? Do get up and see.”
“Why, what’s happened?” Ghulam Khan woke up with a start. “Did you call me?”
“Didn’t you hear? The cock. He is crowing now. At the fall of the night!” Shahmal’s voice was a wail. “What a
creature of ill-omen to bring home!”
“Crowing?” Ghulam Khan puckered up his face. “What then? Are we to wake up for the Ramadan fast that the
timing might delude us?”
“See what nonsense he talks!” Shahmal retorted angrily. “Get up quick and kill him. Don’t you know that a
cock who crows at the fall of the night should be killed immediately? It is a creature of ill-omen.”
“Oh bother the ill-omen! Go to sleep and forget those old wives’ tales,” and Ghulam Khan pulled the quilt over
his head and ears. Shahmal persisted for some time but she could not persuade him to utter another word. He fell
into a deep, undisturbed sleep and woke up at seven in the morning as usual.
Shahmal was not worried by the cock’s crowing as much as by the fact that Jani the Skinny had heard it. It
could certainly stir her biting tongue into action. Her sarcastic remarks would bore holes into Shahmal’s skin:
“Was this why you were saying that you wanted such an excellent cock? Cocks all over the world announce
the arrival of dawn and light, but look at this ill-omened wretch; how Satan enters his nose soon after dusk!”
Shahmal did not go out to the compound after opening the door of the pen for fear of Jani the Skinny. This was
very hard on her because she had hoped to answer Jani the Skinny’s spiteful words by more spiteful remarks
addressed, as it were, to the walls and windows but obliquely meant for her next door neighbor.
Shahmal was crushed and stayed indoors while the hens frisked about the compound with the cock. She felt
her heart turn upside down with aversion at the sight of the cock. And the cock, unaware of all this, stretched his
wings and danced round the hens one by one, fanning them politely. But the hens fled away as if saying:
“What’s happened to you? Is it proper? You don’t seem to look about you.”
Then they looked towards the door of the kitchen, wondering:
“Why is she nowhere to be seen today? Wish she would throw us some grains to peck at!” They ran towards
the kitchen. The cock read their thoughts, and followed them.
Shahmal’s glance chanced to fall on his legs. They seemed to her, from the claws to the top, the two ugliest
cock legs she had ever seen. Her repugnance deepened. But she dared not shoo the hens away because she did not
want Jani the Skinny to show herself at the window at her words. She quickly took out a handful of rice and threw
it to the fowl from a distance. She would not have thrown any to the cock, but what could she do to the hens? The
poor things could not be starved for the whole day.
When Jani the Skinny’s cock heard the unfamiliar crowing from the other side of the wall, he stiffened his
neck and stretched his chest; his body became tense, all his nerves taut.
“Koota-katak-kootak,” he crowed at the top of his voice, as if calling out to the other compound.
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“Koota-koot-koot-kootak,” Shahmal’s cock also stiffened his neck, as if in answer: “I am the fair one. I wish
you would come here and see for yourself. Why do you show me your fist from the other side?"
Shahmal did not like this noise. She wished the cock were choked and stricken dumb, so that Jani the Skinny
would not hear him and be glued to the window. Instead of shooing him away, she picked up a lump of earth and
threw it angrily at the cock, aiming at his head. It missed him but he was startled and started crowing loudly and
Jani the Skinny leaned out of her window:
“Why are you angry so early in the morning? What has the poor thing done?” she asked.
Shahmal felt like a thief caught in the act of stealing. All her body exuded sweat. The careful steps she had
taken to avoid this encounter were of no avail. Jani the Skinny’s words confirmed her suspicion that the woman
had heard that cock crow at nightfall and her words were disguised mockery. She mustered up courage and said:
“Why should I be angry? He doesn’t let the poor hens come near the grain. That’s why I scared him away.”
“Newly come he is, that’s why. Just wait and see him feeding them himself from tomorrow,” laughed Jani the
Skinny.
“Yes, but that would be true only if we had to keep the bird. He has been brought for meat.” Shahmal felt she
should not leave Jani a chance to taunt her afterwards. “We would have killed the bird yesterday itself. But we
decided to wait till the morning.”
“But why? Why will you kill him?” Jani perhaps thought that if they kept him her own cock would be left
alone. “See how handsome he is! And his voice too is impressive.”
Shahmal turned pale. She has heard it, after all, why else would she praise his voice? But she preferred to
ignore the jibe in her reply.
“Oh, you think I would care to keep these filthy, stinking cockerels which literally flood the markets? We
cannot find the breed we want. But someone has promised to get it for us.”
Jani the Skinny could make nothing of those words. She wondered at Shahmal’s new coldness—hadn’t she
been boosting the rooster up to the heavens? But, then, perhaps, Shahmal’s words were meant for her—that she
was keeping a scavenger cock. She was about to make a sharp retort when Shahmal walked off indoors. Jani had
to swallow her anger.
Blowing into the samovar Shamal was still deep in thought about the problem created by the cock. She would
make her husband finish with him; and if he did not agree, she would have the bird killed by Samad the cockslaughterer.
“Let me see how he protests when the dish is brought before him at dinner.”
When Ghulam Khan came home from the mosque, Shahmal poured him a cup of tea and spoke sternly.
“Drink up your tea and then have done with the cock. What will the neighbors say? Don’t we have to live
amongst them?”
“What have the neighbors got to do with it?” demanded Ghulam Khan, munching a piece of bread. “It’s not the
month of Ramdan that confusion would arise about the dawn.
“Hunh! You only know how to talk and argue!” Adding after a while, “If you don’t want to, don’t. I myself
shall have him killed by Samad, the slaughterer. Do you think that I’ll fatten this monster of ill-omen?”
“Do as you like,” Ghulam Khan ended the discussion, “only don’t ask me to buy a cock again.”
“I won’t. As if there were a famine of cocks in town!” Shahmal blew fiercely into the samovar. “And then, Jani
the Skinny’s poor cock hangs about the courtyard the whole day; what do we need another cock for?”
Shahmal wanted to be rid of the cock by any means. She was filled with a profound disgust for him. She saw
Jani’s white teeth grinning at her. The flutter of the cock’s wings sounded in her ears like Jani’s chuckle. He
seemed to her to be the sole cause of all her shame and humiliation.
As soon as Ghulam Khan left for work, Shahmal went to Samad to see whether he was in. He lived two or
three houses away; and killing the cocks of the neighborhood was his specialty. There were others too who knew
the craft but his reputation as the expert slaughterer of fowl had somehow been established.
Samad was at home. He saw her from his window and, guessing her business, said:
“Go and bring him here. I’ll kill him right now. But remember, I’ll come to you for dinner. Don’t imagine that
only the two of you will share the feast!”
“You are welcome,” said Shahmal.
She came back home with a light heart, a smile on her lips. She was happy that she could now hold her head
high; no longer would she have to listen to Jani’s piercing taunts day in and day out. But a strange sight met her
eyes when she stepped into her compound. The hens had retreated to a corner. Jam’s cock and her own were
struggling desperately with each other, raising clouds of dust around them. Jani the Skinny was enjoying the
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cockfight from her window. Shahmal discerned the flush of joy on her face. She was apparently sure of her cock’s
victory, perhaps because his comb was smaller but thicker, his wattle clung to his throat, and his sturdy limbs
made him look a thorough fighter. He had trounced in fight all the other cocks of the neighborhood.
The colour drained from Shahmal’s face and her heart beat violently. The feathers of the cocks’ necks stood
erect in perfect circles. Their heads trembled and shook with rage. This shaking had, as it were, electrified their
feathers. Their bodies seemed drawn out and the tail-feathers swollen. They glowered at each other and stretching
their trembling necks, transmitted messages of fire and rage. Recklessly they attacked each other, pecking and
tearing sharply with their beaks.
When Jani the Skinny saw Shahmal entering the courtyard, she sat confidently on the windowsill in a
conspicuous position.
“What chance does my weakling of a cock stand against your four-and-a-half- rupee rooster? But who can
prevent an ass from running risks? Will he have a sense of shame?” Dropping her sarcastic tone, she added, “But
let me warn you. He will chase your cock away. As a matter of fact, he has already trounced the other cocks of the
neighborhood.”
Shahmal’s heart sank. But what could she say? She was stunned by the course the events had taken. The
suspicion rose in her mind that the Skinny had deliberately sent her cock to her compound. She was filled with an
overwhelming desire to rise and strangle Jani’s cock. But she repressed it and started to defend her position before
she could be mocked.
“The foreign cock chasing the native cock away! Don’t you know the old saying? Besides, mine is not the one
for fights. He is of a different breed, you know. That’s why he is so expensive.”
The cocks raised hell, struggling furiously. They plucked each other’s feathers till blood streamed forth. Jani
the Skinny gripped the window-sill tightly and her head jerked, her face grew flushed with every movement of the
cocks. Shahmal also was taut with suspense. She was devastated, sunk in misery at what was happening. The sight
of Jani’s cock inspired such horror in her that she abused him under her breath:
“May your beak fall in pieces! May your legs be stricken with palsy!”
Blood did not show so much on Jani’s cock because of his red and black colour. But Shahmal’s cock,
spotlessly white as he was, seemed bathed in blood. Seeing this, she could no longer restrain herself and burst out,
“Mayall calamities fall on the wretch! May palsy strike his sharp beak.”
“Take care, Shahmal, don’t go too far,” said Jani the Skinny, pretending to smile. “Just watch when one makes
the other run for his life. What did you expect?” she added mockingly. “Stinking cockerels are not as cheap as all
that.”
Shahmal was in utter desperation. All sorts of misfortune: had befallen her one after another since the time this
cock arrived. She would have answered Jani back in the same bitter tone, which the latter wouldn’t have gulped
down, because she was not a whit less talented than Shahmal in her power of sharp retort and this would have led
on to a sharp exchange of abuse, a battle of tongues, had not one of the cocks all of a sudden run in flight. It was
Jani the Skinny’s cock, and Shahma’s cock started chasing it round and round the compound.
Shahmal saw that Jani the Skinny was dripping with sweat and her face was the color of the sooty side of a
pan. But she also saw that Jani pretended as if she were not in the least interested in the outcome of the fight.
“Are you going to kill this cock?” said Jani, propping her chin up on her hand. “Will you listen, and not
slaughter him?”
“Did you take my word seriously?” said Shahmal, flourishing her silver ear-rings with a jerk of the head. “A
cock of mine may have a thousand vices, he may even crow at the fall of the night, these are of no account in my
eyes, if he has the proper fighting mettle. This was the type of cock I wanted. Otherwise, is not the market flooded
with innumerable, stinking, scavenger cocks?”
66.5 The Companions\fn{by Chhabi Basu (1924- )} Bhagalpur, Bhagalpur District, Bihar State, India (F) 3
There was something between Radha and Sarama that made them almost inseparable, although they were not
related by blood, nor did they come from the same region. They had been neighbors for four years now.
Radha came from Barisal in East Bengal. She had been widowed in childhood and had come to Calcutta with
her parents and younger brother after Partition.\fn{ I.e., in 1947, when Pakistan was created out of British India .} At first the
family had been forced to drift from place to place, like floodwaters. Then her father set up a little school in
Netajinagar and they settled down. That was where Radha was educated, and gradually she became quite
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independent. Meanwhile her father died, and Radha’s brother fell into bad company. So she got herself a job in
the health department and moved into these two rooms in Beliaghata with her mother and brother.
Sarama was from Birbhum, where her father was a doctor. She was often ill as a child; she had had some sort
of heart disease. Her mother had died young and her father’s sister had brought her up. This aunt of hers would
say:
“Why fret over the health of a woman’s heart? I think my brother makes too much fuss, probably because he is
a doctor. Who doesn’t know that a woman has to suffer for as long as she lives?”
However, Sarama had never married for another reason. An astrologer had read her palm and predicted that she
would be widowed within a year of marriage. Her aunt had been furious and had instantly thrown the man out of
the house. Sarama had had to fast for three days and offer a special puja to Lord Shiva at her aunt’s instruction, as
if to break a curse. But it was Sarama who took the final decision never to marry, come what may. After all, she
lacked the strength of mind that Behula had had.\fn{ A note reads: Behula refused to accept that her husband, Lakhindar, had
died of snakebite on their wedding night. She went to the Gods and danced so beautifully that they granted her wish that her husband be
restored to life.} So the question of her marriage did not come up again.

After her father died Sarama came to Calcutta with her aunt. She hadn’t had much education; her family was
quite conservative in these matters. After a vigorous job hunt she found something to do in the radio
manufacturing unit of a small company. Since then she had lived next door to Radha.
Sarama’s aunt and Radha’s mother shared the same hope that as things had started to look up at long last, with
the blessing of God Almighty, their struggles might finally come to an end. Every day, after Sarama had left for
the factory, her aunt would go to have a little chat with Radha’s mother, taking along some spicy vegetable curry
in an enamel bowl for her. Or else Radha’s mother would arrive at their door with shukla. They were both very
proud of their girls.
“She hardly gets a chance to raise her head from her work at the office. It’s just work, work, work. I hear she
will be given a promotion next month. She deserves it. Surely they appreciate her hard work!” Radha’s mother
commented. Sarama’s aunt replied: “Indeed.”
“That’s why I tell Sarama not to kill herself by working overtime, it’s just the two of us and we can somehow
manage. We don’t need that little extra. But see how they slog, there is no end to their craving for money. If only
the boy wasn’t such a wastrel,” Radha's mother sighed. “If only he had a sense of responsibility, I would never
have let her work so hard.”
Sarama’s aunt cursed the astrologer who had predicted her widowhood.
“If it hadn’t been for that stupid man, by now she would have been the mother of several children. Don’t you
think so?”
The words reached Radha and Sarama. They didn’t say anything, just looked at each other and smiled.
Sarama had a small frame and was undersized; she didn’t look her age. Radha would look at her friend’s shy
face and said:
“Tell me, should I really look for a match for you? There are plenty of bachelors in my office and I am friends
with all of them. They might just agree if I ask them.”
“Since they are such good friends of yours why don’t you marry them yourself? You can’t be considered a
widow if your husband died when you were only fourteen?”
Radha sighed. It was not as if the thought hadn’t crossed her mind, but she didn’t dare take the risk.
“You know, the other day I discovered something at our office picnic,” she said.
“What was it?” Sarama asked.
Radha’s somewhat masculine lips hardened in a mocking half-smile. She said sarcastically:
“The same people who look so timid in the office were pairing off in couples, sitting by the side of the lake,
some of them behind the bushes or under the shades of trees, quite engrossed in each other. It was just like
watching a film.”
“It looks so silly, doesn’t it?” Sarama giggled.
As dusk set in the two of them would return from the office and the factory and sit on the verandah, sipping tea
and chatting. They had to tell each other about all that had happened during the day. The older women urged them
to wash and change, but they did not pay any heed. Their umbrellas and bags lay scattered on the floor. After a
hard day’s work this was the only time, they could afford to dream. Suddenly Sarama said:
“You don’t know how thrilling my work is, it is like being in love. Here I am making a machine with my own
hands, soon it will travel far away, into the homes of so many people; people who do not know me. But they will
enjoy using something that I’ve created—is this satisfaction any less than being a mother of children?”
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Radha became serious.
“Don’t get so carried away with your machines. Your factory is forever in some trouble or the other, isn’t that
so? And the workers are all at the employer’s mercy. Besides, what’s so great about making a machine? We work
twice as much as any machine in our office, looking through the files on our desk and then doing fieldwork. We
go by jeep down those dusty roads, and try hard to explain the benefits of the immunization programme to
bunches of illiterate people, telling then why it is important to prevent cholera and smallpox—at the end of the
day my throat feels hoarse and parched. Do I get a minute to myself?”
“What’s upsetting you?” Radha was annoyed at Sarama’s question.
“My dear brother is loafing around the streets. Can’t say a word to him or else Ma will start weeping,” she
snapped.
“I think you need to rest,” Sarama said timidly.
“That’s hardly possible. The moment I tell my boss, Mr. Banerjee, I want to take leave, he’s sure to kick up a
fuss. He thinks I am indispensable in the office.”
“That’s quite true. He can’t do without you, can he?”
“Don’t be cheeky, am I not your senior?”
Sarama burst out laughing at Radha’s feigned anger. The next minute she became serious and said:
“You know Radhadi, I used to really like playing the sitar when I was young. We were a conservative family,
my father was quite strict. But my uncle noticed how enthusiastic I was and he appointed a tutor for me. His name
was Mainak Sen.”
“That sounds very romantic! Like the name of the protagonist of a modern novel. Oh, you can treasure such a
name deep inside your heart!” Radha nudged Sarama.
For a second Sarama’s eyes bore a distant look. Then she began to cough. She coughed and coughed and only
when she managed to stop could she say:
“He was a student of the music school at Santiniketan. Anyway, as I was saying about my work—well, I used
to play the strings of one instrument then and now I am assembling another kind of instrument: the corns on the
fingers of my left hand have been replaced by corns on my right hand.” Moved, Sarama dug two fingers into her
cheeks.
“Radhadi,” she said, “you have no idea how careful we have to be while working in the factory. The slightest
distraction can upset everything. It isn’t like the reports you prepare or the files you clear. You can at least afford
to look leisurely out of the window at the gulmohur tree in full bloom in the park while working on your files. But
such luxury is not for us. If I am careless even for a second, I might land myself and the other workers in deep
trouble.” Radha was irritated.
“You think you are the only one doing a great job and we all get paid for nothing? Do you realize that even a
small error in accounting can lead to a big loss? Will they pardon us then?” Sarama was hurt.
“Well, I won’t say anything more since you are getting angry. I only wanted to explain that it is more hard
work in the factory than in your office.”
“May be,” Radha sounded offended and she went very quiet.
At other times in a lighter mood, they shared their secrets with each other.
“Oh, Radhadi, I am in such trouble! Mr. Banerjee just won’t let go of me.”
“Now what?” Radha’s eyes shone with curiosity.
“Our company is going to have a stall at the trade fair in Delhi next month. Our radio sets will be on display.
Mr. Banerjee wants me to accompany him—”
Sarama began to cough before she could finish. It seemed her lungs would burst any minute. Sarama’s aunt
told her:
“You are working yourself to death. Why don’t you take a few days’ leave?”
*
One day Sarama met Radha’s brother. He said:
“Do you know that my sister is going to Puri?” Later Sarama asked Radha:
“Why didn’t you tell me about it? Why did you keep it a secret? Would I have stopped you?” Sarama didn’t
sound pleased.
“Oh, forget it! It’s my colleagues who have planned the trip. What do I have to do with it? I’ll never get any
leave. I have spent my whole life working here in Calcutta, never got the chance to take a break.”
“Why don’t you take sick leave?”
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“The medical officer will never recommend that I take a break. I don’t think I will ever get the chance to be
near the sea or the hills.”
“Oh, you mustn’t say that. Maybe you should start saving now so that after retirement you can build a house
by the sea in Puri? Look at my health—I might have to spend my last days in your house!”
Radha began to daydream. In a distant voice she said:
“If I build a house it will be in the mountains. A small wooden cottage on the top of a hillock, covered with
mountain creepers. The wild fowls will crow in the morning …” Sarama said:
“I must design your house, Radhadi. There will be big glass windows and we will see the snow peaks through
them. Since childhood I have always dreamt of the mighty Himalayas.” Then she came back to reality and said,
“When there is less work in my factory, I’ll visit your office one day. Khoka was telling me that you have to go up
the lift to the seventh floor to reach your department?”
“All right. Come some time. I’ll try to visit your factory too. But there is so much work, I wonder when I’ll
have the time.” Sarama sounded alarmed as she replied:
“Of course, you must come. Let the trade fair in Delhi get finished. It’s peak time for our work now. But then
there will be less pressure, and I can take you round the factory.”
Every evening the two girls, tired as they were, spent time talking about their work, reclining against a bed or
sitting on the verandah in front of their rooms. Sometimes they talked about their hopes and dreams also, but it
was their work which filled up most of the space, and for that they did not have any regret. It seemed their life and
work had merged together.
Sarama firmly believed that Radha was indispensable at her office. The rest of the staff were callous and
insincere, so they held Radha in awe. It made Sarama very proud to think that Radha’s colleagues respected her
because she was so sincere and disciplined. And Radha thought, even though Sarama does brag a bit about her
work, there is no doubt she works very hard. If she was not capable, would they ask her to go to the trade fair?
*
One day some boys of the neighborhood brought Sarama back home in a rickshaw. She had got down from the
bus very sick and had vomited a lot of blood on the road, they said. Radha was returning from her office when she
got the news. She came home running and held her friend in her arms. As dusk descended both friends sat
together on the rickety old bed. Radha’s voice was choked with emotion as she said:
“I have been asking you for so long to take a break. What will you do now? You had such a good chance of
getting ahead in life, Delhi, and now it’s all over.”
Sarama buried her face into the pillow to hide her tears. “Remember, you wanted to build a house in the hills?”
she whispered. “If you had built it we could have gone there for a holiday.”
Radha smiled faintly. Sarama couldn’t see the pain in her eyes for it was dark inside the room.
“Don’t you know I’ve been suspended from work? I have kept it from you for so long but I can’t bear it any
longer.”
“Why? What went wrong?”
“Why? Well, I am one of the hapless twelve who has been suspended.”
Sarama worked out that the suspension order must have been issued exactly three-and-a-half months ago. But
Radha had told her only the other day that she would soon be promoted!
Radha swallowed the lump in her throat. She stroked Sarama’s hair and tried to console her.
“Eat properly and rest for a few days. Get a thorough medical check-up done. Maybe you can go to Delhi after
all. The cool weather there could help you to recover.”
Sarama removed the sheet from her tear-stained face and said in a steady voice:
“Why would they send me to Delhi? It’s all a big lie I told you. For the last seven days there has been a lockout
in our factory. We have been picketing in front of the factory gates for a week now.”
Radha realized that none of them had lied to each other. They had only talked about their dreams and hopes,
about all those things they longed to have in life.
The two women sat silently in the sorrowful darkness of their room, clasping each other’s damp and sweaty
hands.
10.52 The Awakening\fn{by Mumtaz Shirin (1924-1973)} Bangalore, Bangalore Urban District, Karnataka State, India
(F) 6
“Apa, Gulnar Apa! Look, Miss Fen …”
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Javaid was tugging at my sari with his tiny hands.
“Arrey, get off! Apa, Apa, all the time. Look, how you’re ruining my fresh white sari with these grubby, filthy
hands! Were you playing with mud, you ill-mannered wretch?” angrily slapped his hand away.
He screwed up his face. “No, Apa. Miss Fence is on our road,” he sobbed. “Please call her. Miss Fence is so
nice. She gave me cake and cocoa … nice cocoa. Please call her, Apa. Sweet Apa.”
“Arrey!” I was startled. “Miss Fence, here?” I glanced at the window, yes it really was Miss Fence in the
distance, walking this way, talking to some woman. “So, should I call her?” I thought. I took a quick look round
the room. Books scattered everywhere, and the furniture! One chair lay in the comer with its face to the wall and
one plumb in the middle of the room, as if preening itself on its unpolished surface. And the sofa! Hunh! The
filthy stuffing spilt out of a gaping hole. Tablecloth? Javaid had made generous use of ink in drawing patterns on
it! My God, is anything in order? Auf! What ill-mannered fool has scattered the papers on the floor? Does anyone
else have such mischievous children? And this inch-thick layer of dust! Is Kariman dead? The unfortunate wretch
can’t even be bothered to sweep the rooms early in the morning.
“Kariman, O Kariman! Bring the duster. Have you gathered this dust to sell?”
“Coming, Bibi! Just coming. Let me take the bread off the griddle, it’ll burn.”
To hell with her and her bread. She’s such a miserable one, always stuck in the oven. Why was I so agitated, I
asked myself, beginning to feel ashamed of my behavior. The poor woman was alone and all the housework was
on her head. We weren’t so well off that we could afford ten servants. Even one was a blessing.
I quickly changed the tablecloth and dragging the chairs to their place began gathering the papers scattered all
over the floor. While gathering the papers I glanced out of the window. Miss Fence had stopped! How close she
was!
“Zakia! Zubeida!”
I gave a full-throated shout. No answer! I went to the door, looked out and felt a murderous rage on seeing
both present in the courtyard. Zakia was standing holding Javaid while Zubeida had climbed onto the gate and
was craning her neck to catch a glimpse of Miss Fence.
“Zakia, have you any intention of helping? Aren’t you ashamed of yourself standing out there like this?”
“Why are you getting angry, Apa! It’s not as if I’m always at the gate. Just today … like that.” She laughed as
she caught sight of my peeved expression.
“Aha! Apa, today your mercury is soaring at a hundred degrees! See if I don’t say something to bring down my
Apa’s temperature. Shall I tell you something really interesting?” She pulled a face and clapped. “Shall I, Apa? …
aho … Miss Fence is passing this way!”
“I know all that. Come here and help me clean up the room. You only know how to chatter.” I was offhand
with her.
“So, Apa, are you going to call Miss Fence?” she asked, jumping up and down with joy. Zubeida was also
dancing. How is it that these children are still so fond of Miss Fence?
I snapped at Zakia, who was staring at the door again. The papers were still scattered all over the room.
“Hunh! I’m not going to call her, considering the state of the house.” I irritably threw the papers I had gathered
on the floor.
“What are you saying, Apa?” Zakia was looking at me in surprise.
I ignored her and called out to Zubeida:
“Zubeida! Javaid! Go in.”
“Why, Apa?” Zubeida asked as she entered.
“Come here. If Miss Fence sees you she’ll find out that this is our house and she’s bound to want to see me.” I
dragged Javaid in as well.
“That’ll be wonderful! Why shouldn’t she come, Apa?”
“See the condition of your beautiful home?”
“We’ll settle everything. Please let her come, Apa,” they both pleaded enthusiastically.
“I’ve told you I’m not going to call her.”
“Oh, Apa. It’s been so long since we’ve had a chance to see Miss Fence. Hasn’t it been two or three months
since you left college? After so long, purely by chance she’s in our city and she’s passing by our house and you,
you’re not going to call her in? Apa, you’re being …” Zakia stopped in the midst of her harangue and laughed,
giving me a mischievous look.
“Right! Now I know … ever since Parvaiz bhaiyya …”
“Am, quiet! You’ve started making such fancy speeches.” I pinched her hard.
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“You’re a pretender, Apa. See how coy you got at the mention of Parvaiz’s name.”
I stood there shy, blushing, shrinking inside, lost, as if the name had cast a spell on me. What a beautiful name!
What a wonderful name! Parvaiz.
I awoke from my reverie to find the portals of the doors wide open, the curtain flapping in the wind and Miss
Fence standing bang opposite our house, fixing me with her eyes. As I caught her gaze, she smiled and began
moving towards it.
“Oh! God! What is to be done now?” I shook Zakia. “You see to everything. Look, she’s coming here.”
I quickly ran from there, only stopping to breathe once I was in my room. A little later when I peeped out, I
saw Miss Fence sitting in the room adjacent to the verandah and Zakia standing next to her carrying an attractive
dish of bananas and oranges.
“Call Gulnar,” Miss Fence was saying. Suddenly she saw me peeping and smiled and called out, “Gulnar!”
I retreated shyly behind the door. What must she have made of my coy behavior? Just that I still had the same
feelings for her. Hunh! How was she to know that I now … but she must be harboring the same wrong
impression.
I had always been shy in front of her, running away when she appeared. When she looked at me I would hide
my face in both hands although I wanted her to keep looking. What a strange girl I was some years back!
Gradually I had opened up with her. Even then, when we ran into each other unexpectedly you should have seen
my confusion! What days those were! It was usual for me to wait hours for her in the verandah after the bell had
rung. The week when we had no classes with her was the most miserable week of all. Yes, I doted on her. I loved
her to distraction. How the girls would tease me: “Gulnar, we don’t know why you dote on Miss Fence, she’s no
beauty. In fact, it wouldn’t be far wrong to call her ugly.” Those witches, if only I could have scratched their
faces! How would they know how beautiful she looked to me? I was annoyed with Zarina, although she was my
dearest friend. I remember wearing a black sari that day and had borrowed a black bindiya from Purva to put on.
Zarina and I were strolling in the hostel compound when Indira had appeared from somewhere … “Aha! You’re
looking devilishly beautiful today, Gulnar.”
“Like Miss Fence?” I had blurted out inadvertently. “Hunh, Miss Fence!” Zarina had said sarcastically. “Miss
Fence! She’d have to die and be reborn thrice over to acquire your beauty!”
I had been so angry with her. “Annoyed with me, Gul? All right, she’s five times more beautiful than you!
Happy now?” She had gone into peals of laughter and Indira had smiled as well. I felt like killing Zarina. After
all, who was she to insult Miss Fence? If a single word was said against her, I was prepared to fight with the entire
college. I was not alone. Many girls would have supported me as so many were in love with her. Zarina was
different, she would place no obstacles in my path but would be happy to see Miss Fence indulge me. What a
selfless girl she was!
In contrast, there was that Lakshmi! She was awfully, terribly jealous of me. She made every effort to turn
Miss Fence’s attention away, from me to her. All those beautiful saris she’d brought and her put-on manner and
specially designed pearl jewelry! She’d even had her hair curled with an electrical appliance! Hunh! What was the
point of all the effort since she was not beautiful anyway? Miss Fence would only have to look at me for her to be
consumed with jealousy. Despite reading hundreds of books on Miss Fence’s special subject, could she write
better than me? Had she ever scored more marks than me? When nothing worked her envy would take over, and
she would always be on the look-out for an opportunity to make a hurtful remark. How she would fret when she
heard people call me beautiful! Her response would be: “Hunh! Can anyone be called beautiful who doesn’t have
a pink and white complexion? Height and a slim body are the prerequisites of beauty.” Not that she was fair, but
she was tall and slender, although there was no beauty in her thin body. She looked as if a long piece of wood had
been whittled bare. There were no pleasing contours to her shape. No suppleness and no style. A flat, lifeless piece
of wood! I really wanted to shut her up. “Hunh! For beauty, charming features are far more important than a fair
complexion and a full, rounded body is as beautiful as a delicate one, in fact it is far more attractive.” But I would
smile and maintain my silence. I didn’t want her to feel that she had succeeded in needling me.
Sometimes she would show me a fair-complexioned girl and say, “Look, Gulnar, how beautiful that girl is.”
And the girl she was pointing out would be so ugly, so repulsive-looking that I would burst out laughing.
Squashed nose, spreading nostrils, very thick lips, clumsy body but yes, she would have a fair coloring! I would
say “Lakshmi, I salute your sense of beauty!” When this would not work she’d descend straight to the personal
level, jeering and calling me “black” although my complexion is clearly wheatish …
And then there was Zeenat, who just would not leave Miss Fence alone. How artlessly she would complain,
“Gulnar! Miss Fence likes you the best.” And what about that enormously fat girl … more of a woman than a girl!
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She lived and breathed for Miss Fence, and what peculiar ways she had of demonstrating her love, making even
Miss Fence laugh out aloud! And Nalini …
“Gulnar Bibi”
“What is it, Kariman?”
“Begum has asked me to make French toast and samosas. You know that some Miss Sahiba has come visiting.
I have so much work, daughter, can you cut these pieces of bread? My sweet child, I’ll always serve you
faithfully.”
I opened the door and peeped cautiously to see if Miss Fence was looking this way. Bibiji was sitting near her
and they were busy talking. I tiptoed quickly into the kitchen and, cleaning the knife thoroughly, sat down to slice
the bread. Kariman put the cooked mince on the stove, added some salt, pepper and onions and began to brown it.
So French toast is being made, is it? It was such a favorite of Miss Fence’s! How many times had I made it with
my own hands and sent it to her in the days she had been a professor in a local college and how I had wept when
she had been transferred! She had talked to me and tried to console me but I had not been able to stop my tears.
After weeping my fill, I had persuaded Abba to send me to the same place where Miss Fence was working and
had met up with her. Two years passed in a flash. I had to appear for the final college exam and then be parted
from Miss Fence for ever, I couldn’t bear the thought of that. How I wished that the college had offered an M.A.
course so I could have spent another two years with her! I had even toyed with the idea of failing that year. For a
girl who had always come top in her class, to fail was particularly shameful but that never bothered me. The
professors had such high hopes of me. I would win many medals and prizes at the convocation. To come first
among the girls was usual for me and there would be special medals for that, but I would also head the state list in
sociology and English. The boys would be thunder-struck and the name of the college would be writ in letters of
gold … but now I didn’t care if I dashed their hopes.
The final day of the examination arrived and I went to meet Miss Fence for the last time. When I returned to
the hostel after saying goodbye, I went straight to my room, threw myself on the bed and, hiding my face in the
pillows, wept bitterly. The flood of tears made my eyes red and the bedcover damp. Zarina, when she came,
embraced me and began consoling me. The more she comforted me the more bitterly I wept. That night Zarina sat
with me for a long time, explaining things to me so that my stinging eyes began to close under the pressure of
sleep. What a loving person Zarina had been!
“Finished cutting the pieces, daughter? Hand them over so I can fry them in ghee, and, dear child, just fill the
pancakes with mince and make the samosas. Begum has asked for them quickly. What can I do, daughter! You can
see how old I’ve grown. Can’t do that much with my hands or would I have asked you to work? Heaven forgive
me! May this old mouth become infested with worms for ever uttering such words! Such delicate hands are fit
only for holding a pen, how can I, a mere maidservant, desire to see them perform menial tasks? May God blind
me before I wish that for you!” Old Kariman started flattering me. I filled the pancakes with mince and started
making the samosas without replying.
How Miss Fence had loved me, calling me to her home many times and insisting that I accompany her on her
walks. How she had begged that day, “Just come once, Gulnar! I’ll take you for a drive in my car. I’ll take you to
such and such a garden.” My hurt pride had made me spurn her offers. And then how generously she would mark
me! Eighty or eighty-five per cent! Seeing this, the girls would be very envious. They would say, “Well of course,
you’re her favorite, aren’t you? How could we get such marks?”
When she spoke my name, she would savor it in her mouth like a delicious sweetmeat, and when she smiled at
me, how loving that smile was. I would instantly want to call her “Angelina” instead of Miss Fence, but I had
never dared to do that. Though I hesitated to open my mouth before her, I would write whatever came to my mind
in my letters. I wrote, “Queen of my heart,” “My darling,” “Queen of beauty,” “Heavenly Angelina.” Strange
romantic letters I would write! And she would never be annoyed. And then one day …
One day Lalita and I were sitting with her on the back seat of the car. In conversation Lalita had asked, “Miss
Fence, do you know how to ride?” “No,” she had replied, “but I’ve wanted to learn for a long time and that’s why
I’m getting a riding kit stitched,” and then turning to me, “A coat and trousers, Gulnar.” She had said it in such a
way that I had dissolved in shame. “I’ll look just like a man in it, won’t I?” I sat with my face hidden in both my
hands. Yes, there was a glimpse of the man in her. Very tall, a broad, strong chest and her looks would make me
blush. Even if she were standing in a crowd, talking to other girls, her eyes would be fixed on me … and how
good she would look in a tangerine sari. The reflection of the sari would cast a golden glow on her face and there
would be a faint blush on her cheeks, tinged with blue, and from a distance her pock-marks would not be visible
either …
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I put the plate of samosas in front of Kariman, who started to fry them. I was finally free of all the chores!
Sitting in front of the stove for so long had made me feel hot, so I washed my hands and face with cold water,
wiped them with the sari ends and turned my eyes towards the room where Miss Fence was sitting. The same
magical smile that had cast a spell over me. Now I was ready to meet her … till my eye casually fell on my sari. It
had dirty patches and Javaid’s paw marks were clearly visible. How can I go out in this sari? I saw Zubeida come
out.
“Zubeida!” I called. She was running along, not paying any attention. “Zubeida, come here.”
“Hunh, I won’t come. I want to go to Miss Fence.”
“My sweet little one. Listen to Apa. I’ll give my little one a chocolate.”
“What is it, Apa?” Her eyes lit up at the prospect of chocolate.
“Sweet little one, fetch me a sari from the cupboard. See how grubby this one is. How can I wear this and go
out to Miss Fence? Here, take the keys to the cupboard.”
“All right, Apa. Go quickly, Miss Fence keeps asking for you.”
She still cared for me. Perhaps. Two months ago I had sent her a letter through another girl, who had reported
her joy at receiving it. Had she not been delighted the day I had arrived, without prior warning, at the college
where she then worked? I could see her from my hiding place but she couldn’t see me and I had sent a girl to
inform her that I was seeking admission to that college. In a highly emotional state she had repeated my name
several times. “Gulnar! Gulnar! Gulnar! Is that true?” The girl had assured her it was. “Where is she? Tell me.”
The girl began telling her where I was but without paying any attention to her she had set out to find me. “Gulnar!
Where are you?” I had enjoyed witnessing her impatience.
“Finally everything is prepared. Let me rest this old body for a while …”
Old wretch. Always muttering to herself. I was irritated. “God bless you, Gulnar Bibi. What a help you have
been to this old woman.” Kariman spread a piece of jute right there in the kitchen and lay down. “Oh, there you
are, daughter. My Bibi will have a long life. I was just thinking of you, my child! You are in my prayers all the
time. I’m not lying. I’ve worked in many places but no, sir, I’ve never seen such a girl. In other homes even young
lads would tell me off but my Bibi has never said a harsh word to me. Now my days of work are over, which is
why I had even left your home. I tell you truthfully, daughter, I only came at the news of your wedding. I’ve
always cherished the desire to see you as a bride with my own eyes. God bless you with a wonderful groom.”
Could there be a groom more wonderful than Parvaiz? A gentle smile appeared on my lips. I hastily turned my
face in case Kariman noticed.
Then, all at once, my mind was emptied of all thoughts except: Parvaiz! Parvaiz! … and I drifted into this
bright, beautiful world. Exceedingly beautiful. Far more than college and the world of Miss Fence.
There was a time when I had wondered whether, if I were to get married, I would be able to love my husband
at all. Once Zarina, who knew about palmistry, had looked at my hand and said, “Your husband will love you
enormously.” And I had felt such pity for my would-be husband, thinking that I would not be able to respond to
his love. And now? Now see how madly I care for my Parvaiz!
“Apa, here’s the sari.” I took the sari from Zubeida, put it on the table and began combing my hair.
How was I able to forget Miss Fence? She had cared for me a great deal. Cares a great deal. Had she ever
expressed it verbally? When I was with her she was deathly afraid. “Gulnar, what must the girls be saying?
Gulnar, if the principal sees us, what then?”
If the girls see us, let them. Had we committed a crime to be so fearful? Oh, the faint-heartedness! And when
she brought the corrected copies to class she would be brimming with fulsome praise for my ideas and point of
view but would never tell the girls that they were mine. Returning the answer sheets she would never even take
my name, but she would give me the highest marks … hunh, was this any way to behave? I would come first in
every paper, but no teacher would give me such high marks as Miss Fence, who would give up to eighty or
eighty-five per cent. So what if she gave me high marks? I would have been so happy if she had praised me in
class in front of all the girls and said, “See how many marks Gulnar has got.” Instead of, “Such and such a roll
number has got so many marks, such and such a roll number has done this, done that, done the other, such and
such a roll number, such and such a roll number …” I had been reduced to “such and such a roll number.”
Even Miss Jones with her M.A. from Oxford would spend half an hour at a time praising my essays, although
her standard of assessment was very high, and Mrs. Soshil Sarojini had said, “Heaven be praised! Gulnar has
outdone herself this time. What wonderful answers! I read and reread this paper countless times.” She never had
problems praising me in front of the teachers and other girls, nor did Miss Kamla Bai. Apart from the lady
teachers, the male professors would also praise my intelligence and capability! The only exception was Miss
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Fence, who would never use a single word of praise. Perhaps she thought it below her dignity. Hunh!
And how I wanted her to appreciate my beauty! Not all the time, but sometimes impulsively, I would have
liked a “Gulnar! How beautiful you are!” At least once she could have let out a “Today you’re looking very
beautiful, Gulnar,” or “This sari really suits you.” How I would strive on the days we had a class with her to wear
the saris that suited me, style my hair with care and wear colorful bangles. I was specially proud of my wrists and
fingers and would place my hands on the table in such a way that Miss Fence would have a perfect view of the
bangles fitting snugly on my wrists as well as of my fingers. It was quite evident that she considered me beautiful,
otherwise she would not have stared so. And every time I felt that I was looking particularly good I could see she
was paying me special attention. Her eyes would be fixed on me. So be it. Did she think I was made of stone or
was a lifeless painting only to receive silent admiration? After all, I was a human being. A young seventeen-yearold girl, romantic and emotional! Would her precious hoard of praise have been depleted if she had said
something aloud? Granted she was a professor, but Mrs. Soshil was a professor as well. Did she not praise my
looks?
The day I was to take part in a play which portrayed Queen Nur Jahan’s love of dance and music, how Mrs.
Soshil had admired me while doing the make-up. “Gulnar! You are the most appropriate person to play Nur Jahan.
How well you write! Mr. Soshil sings your praises. He has also been your teacher, hasn’t he?” After having
applied powder, lipstick, rouge, she said, “Now lift your eyes. Let me make them up as well,” and when I did,
“Heavens! What beautiful eyes!” How I wished that instead of Mrs. Soshil it had been Miss Fence who spoke
those words! Why had I never cared for Mrs. Soshil? What was so special about Miss Fence?
Zarina never tired of praising my eyes! And Lalita! She even wrote verses in praise of them! Zini also used to
say, “Gulnar, you must not wear glasses, they hide your beautiful eyes!” All of them would shower me with
admiration. I took special care of my eyes so that Miss Fence might look into them and in her class I would take
my glasses off although I had quite a problem making out what was written on the board. Hunh! Did it ever have
any effect on the insensible one? But Parvaiz! Parvaiz’s discerning eyes will, at first glance, respond to the beauty
in mine. They will lift of their own accord. “Your eyes! Your gazelle eyes! How black! How intoxicating!”
In college I only participated in plays so that Miss Fence should notice me. Saint Joan had been selected as the
college play and I was to play Joan. I was so elaborately attired that even I was quite taken aback at my own
image in the mirror and broke out laughing, thinking, would Joan, a village girl and a prisoner in court,\fn{ Upon
her seizure she was a prisoner for a time at the court of Burgundy .} have been all dressed up? But here in films and plays the
paramount consideration is that the girl who plays the heroine must be lovely to look at and wear beautiful
costumes. It was not the fault of Mrs. Soshil and Miss Jones who had made me up for the part. Miss Jones had
made me put on her khaki riding habit, and my long hair had been pinned up and left loose on the shoulders. It
had not been combed but was in artful disarray on the brow and forehead. The fault had been Veedhi’s; she had
played the part of the Duke of York. She had been applying lipstick when it was time for the curtain to go up.
Seizing my hand as I went by, she had pulled me to her: “Gulnar! What’s this! You’re the heroine! No rouge, no
lipstick!” She quickly put some lipstick on my lips and rubbed some rouge on my cheeks. As I glanced at the
mirror in passing, I froze. How good even my dry and disheveled hair looked! I was certain Miss Fence would
praise me today. In fact she would have no option but to do so.
At the end of the play Mrs. Soshil, Miss Jones and Mrs. Daniels came running up on the stage and clasped my
hand warmly, congratulating me on acquitting myself well in a difficult role. Everyone was electrified by my
performance. All this praise, but what about Miss Fence? She hadn’t even sat in the audience to see the play but
had stood backstage directing the actors. I had begged her to sit in the audience for the performance, gripping her
shoulders and looking at her beseechingly. If I had been in her place I would have melted. Even a stone would
have more feeling.
“Gulnar! I have taken some responsibilities upon myself which I must fulfill.”
Your hallowed responsibilities! Well, at least she had viewed it from the wings.
That night I had been delayed returning to the hostel. Girls had crowded round me at every step. “Gulnar! You
did brilliantly! How can one praise your performance!” “How beautiful you looked on stage, Gulnar!”
Rescuing myself from the girls I arrived exhausted at the hostel. Zarina was outside waiting for me. She ran
and embraced me. “My dear Gulnar! You should have your hair cut and make yourself up the way you did for the
play. You looked like a fairy tonight, but your makeup was not appropriate for Joan, was it? When the Inquisitor
said, ‘Joan, you look very pale today,’ your cheeks were blushing like dawn!”
Both of us burst into laughter. Arm in arm we ran into the dining room. All the girls had sat down to their meal.
They showered me with compliments as I entered. I went to bed delighted that night but couldn’t get to sleep.
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Hunh! What did I care for everyone’s praise? Tomorrow I will meet my Miss Fence. My Angelina. And she will
praise me.
The next morning I went to see her with heightened hopes, such expectations. And what did I receive from my
Angelina? A deadpan face and anemic conversation … Zarina was right when she said, “Gulnar, a romantic girl
like you and the insensible and frigid Miss Fence … you don’t match. You are fire and she is ice.” She was truly
devoid of emotion. A feelingless corpse. A stone statue. A lump of ice! How could she be compared to Parvaiz!
Every vein in my Parvaiz’s body courses with life. He is electric. Even in the photograph he looks so romantic.
I also managed to steal a glance at him the day that Abba had invited him to dinner to give him his engagement
present. Zarina was over and Jabeen as well. “Dulha Bhai is here,” Zubeida had announced and how my heart had
raced! Zarina and Jabeen had run to the window and dragged me along. “Get up, Gulnar! Have a look at your
dulha as well.” First I hesitated, but I was longing to catch a glimpse of him.
“What will Ammi say?”
“Oh, come on! Get up! Don’t lose this golden opportunity.”
Zarina succeeded in dragging me over to the window. How shyly he stood in front of Abba. When he entered
the hall I tried to peep through the keyhole but the wretched keyholes were too small! We finally came up with a
plan. Jabeen turned out the light in our room so that no one would be able to see inside and Zarina silently slid the
bolt and opened the door a fraction. Then of course Jabeen and Zarina rushed forward … I don’t know why I held
back.
“What a handsome youth, Gul!” Zarina embraced me emotionally. I lowered my eyes shyly. “My Gul! What a
wonderful couple you make,” she said tilting my face up, love dripping from her eyes. She resumed her peeping.
“What a handsome figure and such beautiful eyes! Come here, Gul! Afraid of Ammi indeed!” Zarina started
dragging me again. “Have you seen your Parvaiz’s eyes? A true answer to your own.”
Yes, I saw everything. The beautiful face. The laughing lips. The beautiful eyes brimming with life and
impulsiveness.
“Arri, he looks very romantic, Gul. I bet he’ll go mad over you. I’ll tell you from now, Gul, he’ll spoil you
rotten, wear you like a necklace round his neck.”
I was burning with desire. I have fallen into his arms … crazy … mad woman, dying over Miss Fence. What
hopes you had of that stony, emotionless woman. The same coldness and the same dull eyes in happiness and
sorrow, anger or impatience! Look at Parvaiz, what an expressive face he has! As if rays of light are bursting forth
… yes, he did appear the embodiment of impulsiveness. His eyes were darting around. Why? Perhaps he is
seeking me out.
I wanted to break down the doors. Forgetting everyone’s presence, I wanted to go and stand before him. What
if I had been standing behind a curtain and the curtain had shifted for a moment and I had smiled pertly at him and
then shyly lowered my eyes and left him breathless? I had been looking so charming in the blue georgette sari
with the golden border.
Why should I go out in this sari? I’ll wear the georgette sari brought by my Parvaiz. I pulled off the sari I had
just put on and called out to Zakia who was going out with a dish of samosas.
“Zakia, please get me my blue sari. The georgette one.”
“All right, I’ll get it, but come quickly. Ammi was saying she’s not going to sit down with Miss Fence at the
meal. It would be better if you took her place.”
I looked carelessly at the room. Miss Fence was sitting, hands clasped, looking up. Emotionless, dull eyes.
Extremely thin, pale lips, sallow, pock-marked complexion. Suddenly her marks appeared to be increasing,
becoming deeper and spreading all over. Her face was becoming repulsive. I quickly shook my head to rid it of
the picture etched on it. It was replaced by another burgeoning image. Of Parvaiz. Those beautiful blue eyes,
large, almond-shaped, intoxicating, long thick lashes. That face, the broad, beautiful forehead … and the lips?
How beautifully they were chiseled. Luscious, full and with a slight uptilt as if they were made for smiling. That
dusky complexion. Beautiful Shyam. My Shyam and I his Radha. I picked up Parvaiz’s picture from the table and
kissed it in a fever of impatience.
“This sari?” Alarmed, I put down the picture. Zakia was standing with the sari. “Yes, that one.”
“Apa, come quickly. The samosas are growing cold and here you are changing sari after sari. How come
you’re so unconcerned while there is Miss Fence going on and on about Gulnar?”
“I’m coming.” I picked up the picture again and forgetting everything, lost myself in its beauty. What a goodnatured face. Oh, those lips. My eyes would first turn to the lips. These lips and … what a thought … I melted
with shame. I put down the picture and began putting on the sari. What charm there was in his personality, what
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manliness! Compact body. Good height. Broad chest. Long, strong arms. In those arms. Uf, these thoughts again.
There was electricity pounding through my veins, my heartbeat had increased! And the blood, it was boiling,
spreading warmth. Fire. Oh, the crowding emotions, this storm! I fell on my bed and hid my face in the pillows.
This … how delicious it was.
“Gulnar, what has come over you?”
Ammi was standing there, her face burning with anger.
“Miss Fence has been waiting for you for such a long time. Don’t you have any consideration for an older
person, and then she is your teacher as well,” Ammi went out muttering to herself. “She’s waiting for you. She’s
calling you. She’s going on and on about you.”
All right, I'll go out. Yes, why not? I'll definitely go out. Wearing the sari that was brought me by my Parvaiz.
Yes, and I’ll wear the ring that is a sign of our engagement. I took out a small velvet box. What a beautiful ring.
My engagement ring. The first letter of Parvaiz’s name had been beautifully chiseled on it. How the single green
gem sparkled in the midst of the white ones.
I looked at it with pride and put it on. Yes, I’ll go out like this and I’ll tell her how happy I am about my
wedding. She must be thinking I’m ashamed of my behavior towards her, that I’ll approach her wearing a sad
expression, a sorry face, and that I’ll relate my condition in pained tones. My suffering! Perhaps I’ll cry! How I’ll
amaze her! On seeing my sari she’ll exclaim,
“What a beautiful sari!” And I’ll answer with pride,
“Parvaiz brought it.”
And I’ll talk about Parvaiz. Joyfully, I’ll tell her how handsome Parvaiz is. I’ll insist on her attending my
wedding. I’ll tell her how much I love Parvaiz. She’ll burn up when she hears that. Won’t she? Indeed she will.
That time when I went home without taking leave she had inquired again and again, “Gulnar, you’re not getting
married, are you?” When I had denied it she hadn’t believed me. “You’re hiding it from me, Gulnar.” That is why
she didn’t congratulate me on receiving the news of my engagement … and now seeing on my face not sorrow but
this abundance of pleasure, happiness and expectation, how she will burn up!
Hunh! If she burns up, she burns up. Does it matter a whit, even if she burns to a cinder?
In passing, I picked up Parvaiz’s picture.
70.85 Fulfilment Is Not In Waiting\fn{by Parappurath aka K. E. Mathai (1924-1981)} Mavelikkara, Alappuzha District,
Kerala State, India (M) 8
This story, I confess, has close links with my life. It really belongs to my childhood, when the whole world was
confined to the home, the school, the playground and one’s friends. Then I romped around with a heart brimming
with joy. That was nearly sixteen years ago.
But the person who made me recall that period in my life is Bindhu, the nine year old daughter of my North
Indian colleague and friend, who works in the same office as I. It is not even six months since I came to this town.
But I cannot believe that it is only for such a short period that I have known her. When she has returned from
school, she will be seated near the door of my room awaiting my arrival. Putting me up early in the morning at
about 6 o’clock—Bindhu considered it her duty and privilege. When she arrived I would be sleeping completely
wrapped up in my blanket. She would then shake me and wake me up saying:
“Babu! Theem bohath susthe hie!”
I am a frightfully lazy fellow—that is what she meant.
A week ago, before she started for school, she came running in a hurry and told me a piece of important news.
“Agale my name mary dheedieki shadhi hie!”
That is that her elder sister’s marriage would take place the following month.
“Is that true? And when is Bindhu’s marriage going to be?”
She was put out by what I said. She moved away from me. Her face grew dark. I got up from my chair, went
up to her and whispered in her ears.
“Bindhu, shall I marry you?”
She suddenly shoved me aside and quickly made for her own house. From that day onwards, when she saw
me, she would pout her lips, put on a look of anger and avoid me.
Today, after returning from office, I was seated on the verandah looking at the passers-by on the road in front.
Then I could, even from a distance, see Bindhu returning from school along the road. In one hand she carried her
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satchel. With the other hand she was pressing down some unruly locks of hair. When she came close to where I
sat, I asked her:
“Bindhu, why did you get so late?”
“Mary kashi!” (“That is because I wanted to!”)
She quickened her pace. When she passed me, I said:
“Remember I am going to marry you.”
She turned towards me and said with great vigor:
“Thum bohath carab athmi hie!”
That I am a very bad man—that was the verdict she gave. Then she ran towards the gate of her own house,
stood there and turning towards me, put out her tongue at me in anger. I shouted back:
“Bindhu, I am the one who is going to marry you.”
She pretended as if she did not hear me and like a butterfly vanished from my sight. That face when laughing
or when moved by anger was always lovely and will always be there before my mind’s eye. I commend those who
gave her that name … Bindhu! Bindhu! …
*
My memories are moving quickly from the present into the distant past. Sixteen years. How soon have those
sixteen years flown away. There take shape in my mind the sweet memories of my childhood, one after the other,
when in my movements I had the briskness of a mountain stream, the ecstasy of jasmine flower in bloom. I had a
playmate at that time. Once I asked in a confidential manner”
“Lily, shall I marry you?”
She did not say in reply that I was a bad, immoral man. With the shyness and the modesty of a newly wed
bride, that twelve year old stood looking down for a while. I continued:
“Do you like it, Lily?"
Biting her nails, she in a quiet voice said:
“My father cannot afford to give a dowry to Kunjappan.”
And when I told her that I could marry her without any dowry at all, she raised those blue eyes of hers lit with
joy, looked at me and suddenly lowered them.
I came to know her when I was in the third grade in our village school. Our teacher Atchuthan Pillai Sir had
been transferred from our school and that was the day when a new teacher was expected. Varkey Sir with his
prominent beard entered the school premises, when we were playing the Kalithatu game\fn{A note reads: A popular
game played by children in Kerala. Members of one side try to gain entry into a rectangular area, itself subdivided and defended by the
other side. They attempt to pass through without being “hit.” } under the tamarind tree in the school compound. Along with

him carne a young girl wearing a kind of frock which was too fashionable for our villages. When Varkey Sir was
talking to the head master, one of the boys remarked:
“That is the new teacher’s daughter.”
We looked at that girl with some sort of envy. All these were novelties for us—her curly hair cut just below the
ear, a butterfly, shaped slide to hold the hair down and the silk frock of light blue with a lovely design of red dots
on it. When we were standing like that, one among us, a girl. who was wearing a coarse shabby piece of cloth
asked in a loud voice:
“Girl, you want some tamarind fruit?”
Without feeling shy she came towards us and took a piece of the fruit. held out to her and then the other girls
came round her and somebody asked:
“What is your name?”
“Lily.”
“What class are you going to attend?”
“Third Grade.”
She broke a piece from that raw fruit, put it in her mouth and, while chewing it, said:
“From tomorrow I am also coming to study here.”
When I reached home in the evening, I learnt that our new teacher was going to live in the house to the
southern side of our house. That house also belonged to us. After two days Varkey Sir and family arrived in a
lorry loaded with furniture and other household goods. On the same day, my mother and my elder sister paid them
a visit and in the evening Lily and her mother came to our house. While the others were talking in the kitchen,
Lily came into my room.
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I felt shy to talk to her. With the Third Grade Malayalam reader spread out before me I pretended I did not see
her. But she came close and holding the edge of the table asked:
“You are in Grade Three?”
“Hunh!”
“What is the lesson you are studying now?”
“The Fisherman and the Genie.”
What she said suggested that she had gone ahead in her class-work.
“It was a long time ago we studied that. We are now studying How the Fox Became a King.
“Is your father taking the Malayalam lesson?”
“Yes.” She proudly shook her head.
“He beats the students?”
“Yes, if you come without learning the lesson, he beats. Also, if you haven’t done your homework in
Arithmetic. Are you good in Arithmetic? If you take away three from nine, what is the remainder??
When a question like that is asked, I would blink. That was the kind of mathematical genius I was.
Before long the truth was out. That was after both of us agreed to study together. With the exercise book
containing the questions for homework I used to go early in the morning to Lily’s house. By that time she would
have done all those sums neatly in her book. But she would with the sternness and the grave looks of a school
mistress tell me:
“Firstly try them on your own.”
After waiting for a while with a look of helplessness, I would snatch her book from her, spread it open and
copy the work in my book. When she saw this happening, she expressed her opinion of me.
“This Kunjappen does not know any Arithmetic.”
It was in the period for Mental Arithmetic that she really came to my rescue. After the question was asked and
the teacher pointed his finger at me, I would get up and stand in my place as though I was thinking hard to get the
answer. Lily was seated on a bench just opposite mine. With the skill of an oriental dancer presenting mudras,\fn
{A note reads: Gestures made with the hand in Oriental dance forms like Bharata Natyam and Kathakali. It has always a symbolic
significance.} she would with her fingers communicate the answer to me without anyone noticing what was
happening.
But most unexpectedly disaster overtook me. One day Lily was shifted to the head of my own bench. I stood
up in order to answer the question. There was no salvation from that quarter from where all my salvation came
earlier. Seeing me stand with my gaze directed upwards, Varkey Sir stroking his beard asked playfully:
“Are you trying to count the number of beams on the roof?”
The other children hearing this broke out into loud laughter, and continued to tease me after school standing
round me and repeating that question. When we at last found ourselves together, I discovered that Lily shared my
pain of mind over what had happened. She told me:
“Hereafter, I will write the answer on the slate. You must look at it and give the answer. You heard?”
How soon did those happy times not marred by any traces of sorrow pass away! The school was only about
three hundred yards from my house. I have always to come to Lily’s house for her to start for school. Near the
fence of our house stood a poovarasu tree. How many flowers gorgeously white and red have I plucked and given
to her from the Onam creeper going up that tree and blossoming only during the Onam season. Now even two
persons with hands interlocked cannot hold the rugged trunk of that tree within their encircling hands. That period
of happiness now comes before me in variegated colors, so distinct and diverse.
But, how those times really slipped away and vanished as if they never were!
In the fourth and fifth grades Lily and I studied together. She was ahead of us all, scoring always the highest
marks. The question which could not be answered by others came round to her to be answered. She would stand
up and in a pleasing and clear voice, like a bell chiming, she would give the answer.
“You brainless fellows, take an example from that girl.”
That was what the teacher had to tell us, the boys.
When we had passed the fifth grade, it was Lily’s father, Varkey Sir, that took us both to the English School
about a mile away to be admitted there. Then she was twelve years and I was thirteen: When we learnt the English
letters, we were so fascinated by them we would go on repeating them endlessly in a sing-song manner. In this
school too Lily stood first in all the subjects—a cause of much envy among the other students.
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From the time that we started till we reached the school, she would be relating to me all the news in her house.
That twelve year old girl knew all about their income and expenses to the last cent. On the day my text books
were all bought, I asked Lily:
“Why hasn’t Lily bought the books?”
With the responsible look of the lady of a house, in a stern voice she said:
“Daddy’s salary is not enough for anything at all. My books will be bought next month.”
Once while returning from school she showed me a knot she had made at the corner of her handkerchief.
“See, I have half a rupee.”
“From where did you get it?”
“The quarter rupee piece my uncle—my mother’s brother—gave me when he came to see us. The rest is what
my mother gave at different times to put into the collection bag at church.”
When I heard that it took her six months to collect this half rupee, I was really surprised. She was telling me:
“This is for buying a small chick.”
“A chick?”
“Yes. Kunjumariamma Aunty who lives on the western side of our compound has promised to give me one.
Within five or six months it will lay eggs.”
“Then you want to sell the eggs?”
“Oh no!” I had made a mistake, she corrected me. “The eggs are to be hatched.”
“Kites\fn{A type of falcon.} won’t carry away the chicks?”
“One has to be careful. When they start laying eggs, I will have a lot of money.”
“Why does Lily want so much money?”
“There is a reason for it.”
“Is it a secret?” She reflected for a while and said:
“I will tell Kunjappen.”
“What is it?”
“I will tell you later.”
“Ngha?”
“I want a gold chain made. It must have jasmine buds in a pattern.”
“Why do small girls want such gold chains?”
“I would have grown up by that time.”
“But when you are grown up, won’t you be given in marriage?”
“Umph!” Swinging the satchel in her left hand with her head tilted to a side, she was then walking in a carefree
manner. Then it was that a thought crossed my mind. Who is going to marry Lily? Is some unknown person going
to marry her and then she will go away with him—is that it? Will she like it? I asked her:
“Who is going to marry Lily?”
“Umph! … Stop it, Kunjappen.”
I felt she was going away from me. After walking some distance I asked her again:
“Lily!”
“Umph!”
“Who is going to marry Lily?”
I felt a vague sense of pain. I know that a woman when she is married belongs to her husband—like his
property. So there will be someone who is going to have an absolute hold on her. I could not bear it.
“Lily!”
“What?”
“Lily, shall I marry you Lily?”
Like a newly married girl, she walked looking down with great shyness.
“Lily, do you like it?”
Biting the tip of her finger she said quietly:
“My father will not have money to give a dowry for Kunjappen.”
“I am going to marry Lily without a dowry.”
She then looked at me and suddenly looked down. How full of brightness were those eyes with their light
shade of blue! I said:
“Then I will make for Lily a gold chain with a design of lovely jasmine buds.”
She did not give a reply, but like a newly married girl came walking behind me.
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*
We thus spent our time living on dreams. But quite unexpectedly we were struck by disaster, a great calamity,
and the wound which was inflicted on my tender heart at that time is not healed yet.
That day was a holiday for us. The loud noise of several people crying together roused me from my sleep. The
cry came from Lily’s house. I ran in that direction panting for breath. When I reached the place, I saw Lily and her
mother fallen prostrate on the bed in the room and weeping. What has happened? With half-opened eyes there was
stretched out on the bed Varkey Sir utterly still, motionless. Holding tight to his legs Lily was crying loud in
broken spasms. I stood rooted to where I was and without knowing what I was doing I called aloud:
“Lily!”
“Kunjappa!” She rushed towards me, held me tight and crying said:
“Kunjappa, our father has left us and gone forever.”
What she said after that was incoherent. The tears which came down her cheeks swollen with grief fell on my
chest. I too was shedding tears profusely.
When Varkey Sir had his meals and went to bed, he had not felt any particular discomfort. Towards midnight
he put up his wife and complained of dizziness. He then went out into the garden and vomited and he had to be
supported and brought back to bed. After that he never spoke a word and that was how the end came so
unexpectedly.
It was hearing the cries of Lily and her mother that the neighbors came running to the house. The whole night I
remember I didn’t sleep. With a heart welling with grief I too sat at the edge of the bed near Lily.
In the morning, when the body was got ready to be taken to the church\fn{ These people are Syrian Christians; about
20% of Kerala state is Christian in belief: 54.73% Hindu, 26.56% Muslim, 18.38% Christian (01/30/17).} for the last rites, Lily’s
mother fell down unconscious. The picture of Lily fallen on the coffin and crying loud, I can still remember. She
was crying and saying:
“I will not let you take away my father.”
After two weeks, Lily and her mother returned to their own village, which was about twenty miles away from
where we lived. On the day of their departure Lily’s mother came to our house to say that they were going away
and she told Lily:
“Daughter, tell Kunjappen that we are going.”
But nothing was said. With tears streaming down her face, she was turning back and looking at me, as far as
her eyes could reach, till she disappeared from my sight.
With Lily gone, there also departed all liveliness and joy from my life. What I prized most in my life at that
time was my association with her. After Lily’s departure I did not care to have the friendship of anyone else. I
went to school and came back from school all alone. Sweet memories of her, I could almost imagine, were
imprinted on the sands of the road leading to the school and these memories were my companions on the way to
school. News reached me that Lily had joined the school in her part of the country. But the death of Varkey Sir
was a big blow as far as that poor family was concerned. While he lived, he could not save anything for his
family. He just managed to keep them protected from the bitterness and the humiliation of want.
However much I wanted, I failed to find out how Lily and her mother were getting on. I knew where they were
staying only from hearsay. Time moves on cooling the ardor of memories. But her figure brimming with childlike loveliness and innocence remained in my mind as fresh as ever.
*
After about four years’ lapse, when I was studying in the pre-Matriculation class, she appeared before me most
unexpectedly—I must say like a heavenly apparition. I was then one of the grown-up students in the school with
youth already knocking on the threshold of boyhood, and wanting to go past it.
After having done a change of clothes I was busy collecting my notebooks and other books ready to go to
school in the morning. Then it was that I heard in the kitchen someone talking and the voice sounded unfamiliar. I
was trying to make out whose it was when my mother called out:
“You don’t know who this is, son?”
I came out from my room. Someone stood concealed behind the door. I went closer and looked. I was stunned
and stood gazing in wonder. Lily … for a moment I could not open my mouth. I could not take my eyes off her
either. How full grown she was! The hair in two plaits with pieces of ribbon at the end reached up to the waist. In
the deep blue of those eyes a young woman’s strong alluring power was showing itself. The breast was gathering
towards two points like the buds of the lotus flower, which she was trying to hide by standing with the head bent
down. I called her:

915

“Lily!”
She only lifted her face and looked at me.
“Last year when she passed the first year in the Secondary School, she stopped her studies.”
I felt a pang of grief. I was deeply moved. All those extraordinary abilities to go waste! I recalled that child of
unusual gifts whom no-one could surpass.
“Come into the room, Lily.”
When I sat on the edge of the table, she stood with one hand holding to the door. I did not know what to talk to
her about. Fixing her eyes on her big toe, which seemed to be drawing something on the ground, she told me:
“I was not sure that poor people like us will be remembered.”
“Who told that? Not a single day passes without my thinking of Lily.”
“Yes, that accounts for the several visits you have paid us during the last four years.”
“I didn’t know how to get to your village.”
“If you really wanted, that could have been found out. But aren’t we poor people?”
“I don’t think of you as poor people. Why did you stop your studies, Lily?”
She did not give a reply. She stood looking out through the window, which was in front of me.
“Lily.”
“Umph.”
“Why did you give up your studies?”
“If you don’t pay fees, will anyone keep you in school?”
But that time her eyes had filled with tears.
“People without money are not destined to attend school.”
Then I felt that I should not have asked her that question. She wiped her eyes and trying her best to smile, she
asked me”
“Isn’t it time to go to school?”
“In any case, I am not going today.”
From the corner of her eye, she was looking at me all over—from head to foot. Recalling the time that she
spent here long ago, she asked:
“That Rajamma and Saradha, are they still studying?”
“Saradha is in my class. Rajamma is married.”
“Rajamma! She was the smallest girl in the class.”
“It is the small girl that grows big. Does Uly think that she is also still a small girl?”
Overcome by shyness, she put her head down.
“Does Uly still remember the road we took to school?”
“As if I don’t.”
“All right. Let me ask you a question. Has Uly’s hens all started laying eggs?”
She closed her mouth with her hands trying to suppress her laughter. After some time she asked me”
“Can you tell me how many beans this house has got?”
How precious were those moments I spent with her on that day! But how soon that time passed away. Uly and
her mother returned the same day itself to their village. Before she left, she asked me:
“After the School Final Examination, will Kunjappen be going to a College?”
“No. I will have to look for a job.”
“Then, will we be remembered even?”
“If I can remember who I am, I can remember Uly also.”
She looked into my eyes with expectation. Probably she might have been recalling then the promise which I
gave her in our childhood.
*
I passed my School Final Examination. Four months after the results of the examination came, I got the letter
of appointment for a job. The job was away from home. I was lucky to enlist the influence of an important
Government official stationed in Delhi, who also happened to be a relation of mine.
What a considerable difference this made in me! New friends and acquaintances, varied and new experiences!
Think of the life I had led before—the life of a young man trapped in an obscure backward village. Now how
different things were! I could travel to several cities in North India in connection with my official duties.
Unfamiliar languages, customs, climatic conditions—I gradually got used to them and began to like them too.
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So years passed like that. But on nights when sleep evaded me and, stretched out in the open, I had to keep on
looking at the stars twinkling in the vast sky, my heart still moved by feelings of love would yearn for the friend
and playmate of my childhood waiting for me with hopes, expectations—several thousand miles away.
I could return to my land on a holiday only after six years.
*
I was bewildered by the changes that had taken place in our part of the country, where I had grown up as a
young boy. When at last I had been freed from my relations and acquaintances pressing round and demanding my
attention, I started for Lily’s house. The last time I had met her was about eight years ago. I wondered whether she
had forgotten me. What had I done all these years to keep her expectations alive, without letting them fade,
languish? I didn’t send her a single letter. I remembered what she had asked me when she came home:
“Will not a time come when you will forget us?”
But I knew that stored away in my heart were the memories of her.
After getting down from the bus I enquired from a wayside boutique and went down a lane as I was directed.
My feet sank into the powdery sand. On either side were extensive coconut lands and here and there close to the
footpath were small huts thatched with cadjan.
At a crossroad, I did not know which way I should take. I stopped expecting someone on the road who could
help me. But no one was to be seen for a long time till I heard a voice behind me:
“My aunt wanted me to ask you to come that way.”
“What?”
I turned back and looked. There was facing me a naked boy. He was about six or seven years old. His body
was covered with dirt. He said again:
“My aunt is calling you. She wants you to come.”
“Which is your house?”
He pointed out a thatched house amidst the coconut trees. I did not know who this aunt of his was who knew
me. After hesitating for a while, I followed that small boy. As I was approaching the house he had pointed out, he
quickly disappeared into the house. I did not feel like entering the premises. The front portion of the house and the
surrounding areas were filled with filth and garbage. Then I heard the voice of a woman speaking to me.
“You can come this way.”
I entered then the verandah. I knew that the voice came from behind the door. The room was in darkness.
“Sit down. Where is it that you want to go?”
I gave the name of the house.
“Whom do you want to see in that house?”
“The teacher in that house and his family were our neighbors. It was in our village that the teacher died.”
Then I was silent for some time. I asked:
“Which is the way to their house?”
“Whom do you want to see there?”
“Lily and her mother.”
“They are both dead.”
“What?”
Then there was total silence. My head was going round in a whirl. What was it that woman told me? Overcome
by anxiety I asked her:
“Are you telling the truth?”
Again the ominous silence. Is this woman mad? I got up and came into the front yard. Then she came up to the
door and asked me:
“You don’t want to meet Lily?”
I turned back and looked. The eyes overflowing with tears staring intently at me. Then with her face covered
with both hands, she was sobbing and crying. Who is that? Am I dreaming? Without knowing what I was doing, I
muttered:
“Lily!”
I could not say anything more and I gazed at her with wide open eyes, as though I was seeing things in a
dream. Dry, disheveled hair, eyes without luster which have sunk into their sockets. The clothes she wore were
dirty with the soot of the fireplace Could this be Lily’s ghost? Thoughts in such quick succession were crowding
together in my mind that I feared my heart would suddenly break. I have never experienced such an agony in all
my life Wiping away her tears with the tip of her cloth, she asked me:
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“When did you return?”
“A week ago.”
“Now at last thought of coming!” Again those eyes were filled with tears.
“Where is your mother, Lily?” I asked her.
“Mother is gone where my father is.” Biting her lips hard, she was trying her utmost not to cry.
“Is this Lily’s home?”
She did not reply. An elderly woman from the adjoining house who came on the scene hearing the unfamiliar
voice was the one who replied my question.
“Lily is married and is staying here, son. It is three years now.”
That woman made everything clear to me. Without even the means for their daily upkeep, that mother and
daughter suffered great hardships. Unable to put up with the harassments from those to whom they were in debt,
they sold the small property on which their house stood. After settling the debts, with what was left, Lily was
given in marriage. That was her dowry. With a deep sigh that old woman remarked:
“Even that didn’t come right.”
When I raised my face wanting to find out what she meant, in a low voice she said:
“It was his second marriage. The boy you see there is the son by the first marriage.” And she pointed out to me
the small boy who was sent to fetch me.
“What is the work he does?”
“Oh work!” She spoke with contempt. “Till evening card play—gambling. After that he makes his entry to the
house fully drunk on toddy. Then will begin the kicking and the thrashing of this poor girl.”
She looked around and after having made sure that no one was overhearing, she said,
“The first woman—his first wife—he kicked her to death. She died that way.”
I found it difficult to hold back my tears. I thought I would break down, as for a moment I recalled that small
girl Lily—skipping, not able to remain quiet in a place and chattering the whole time—like a young Apsara, a
small heavenly sprite. Is it the same Lily who stood near the door of that thatched hut sobbing and weeping? I
recalled that chain with its jasmine pattern—how she yearned for it, dreamed about it. But on that emaciated long
neck was a dark thread with the tiniest piece of gold jewelry that one can think of to indicate that she was
married.\fn{A note reads: It is a pendant tied round the neck of a bride among the Syrian Christians of Kerala as a token of marriage.}
That old woman as she walked away remarked:
“She often used to talk about you. This is all as God has decided it, son.”
I could not control my grief any longer, and I was shedding tears. Breaking that silence Lily asked me:
“Is the marriage over?”
“I came to get married.”
I thought my heart would stop beating. I must get away from here. The sun sinking in the western horizon
stained the palm tree tops with a light yellow. Weighted down by grief I said:
“I am going Lily.”
With her eyes filled with tears, she came behind me as I made my way from there. When I approached the
fence of that compound I heard her say:
“Forget Lily. You must marry well and live happily.”
That last wish with which she sent me away still ravages my heart. And those dreams she had kept nurtured in
her heart were all completely shattered. Was I also not responsible for what happened to her?
*
Bindhu was quietly observing me from the doorstep of her house. I called out to her:
“Bindhu!”
After hesitating for quite some time, she slowly came towards me.
“Bindhu, are you angry with me?”
She remained silent. I asked her again:
“Bindhu, are you really angry with me?”
She shook her head, as though she was not. Then, looking into my eyes, she asked me”
“Thumara aaghommem pani kiesa aaya?”
It seems that my eyes are filled with tears—that is what she said. I took my towel and wiped my face and,
laughing, asked her in a jovial manner:
“Bindhu!”
“Umph.”
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“Bindhu, shall I call you hereafter Lily?”
“Lily?”
“Yes.”
She broke out into a laugh. I pursued my game. I called out:
“Lily!”
She ran towards the house shouting:
“Me lily nahi. Bindhu hie, Bindhu.”
70.116 The Gold Watch\fn{by Ponjikkara Raphy (1924-1992)} Kerala State, India (M) 2
As on many previous nights, Sanku could not get any sleep that night. He turned and tossed in his bed, but it
was no use. The more he thought, the worse he felt. He closed his eyes and lay on his torn mat, in the darkness.
And yet he could see it as clearly as during the day: the deserted office room—when everyone had gone out for
rest or for lunch. The glass window was only partly closed. On one end of the table inside were a few fat volumes,
at the other end, a pen, an ink bottle and so forth, and in between was a gold watch with its gold chain placed on a
book.
Open the window and stretch out your hand about a foot and you can pick it up. Everyone is out for lunch!
Nobody will know …
Sanku remembered his efforts, his cowardice and his vacillation during the past few days. He had never seen
anyone there at that time. And yet, he had been afraid. He had trembled and felt breathless. That was why he had
refrained from taking the watch every time.
It would not do to put it off any longer. If he thought any further, he would not be able to do anything. He
might even blurt out his intention accidentally. So he must take it tomorrow.
Suppose he did not?
Sanku’s thoughts began to linger over the thorny problems of his life. Tomorrow would be the third day of the
month. In another three days, he would get his pay—thirteen rupees for thirteen days. He had to pay four and a
half rupees for purchases at the store; there would be a balance of eight and a half rupees. He had repaid only five
out of the ten rupees he had borrowed from the Fund the previous month to go home for this mother’s death
anniversary. No he must pay the remaining five rupees with interest at six paise a rupee a week. At the teashop,
he owed over three rupees for two weeks, besides previous arrears amounting to a rupee and a half. He owned six
rupees to Ali for supplying extra rice, beedis and other odds and ends. One month’s house-rent was three rupees.
In addition to these sums he had taken small loans of twelve paise, twenty-five paise and fifty paise from several
people. And his wife had reminded him two days before about the one rupee to be paid to the fish-woman.
Sanku mentally added up the total amount that he needed.
What he was going to get was just eight and a half rupees!
What he owed was twenty-two rupees, thirteen paise.
He had other needs, too. He had borrowed three rupees from his wife. This was out of the sum she had slowly
saved up now and then in order to buy a waist-chain for the younger child. He had assured her that he would buy
it out of his pay that month.
Sanku’s heart beat uncontrollably fast. Through his heart-beats, he could hear the harsh voice of the tea-shop
owner, Kochunni, Ali’s hollow laughter and vulgar words and the irritating talk of Lonappan who was in charge
of the Fund. He felt that they were all surrounding him like rowdy boys, armed with sticks, gathering around a
stray dog. What a horrible scene! Finding it unbearable, Sanku turned over on his stomach and thought:
“I have no alternative but to pick it up tomorrow. Will it not fetch at least twenty rupees? Even fifteen will do!
Fifteen plus eight and a half, that is twenty three and a half rupees. It will fetch more than fifteen!”
He would be able to pay his debts, and live in peace. A life free from debt! With a feeling of relief he drifted
into a light sleep.
*
It was morning.
“What, are you still asleep?” Sanku’s wife said, gently shaking his shoulders. “It is long after sunrise.”
Sanku raised his head at once. His wife picked up the younger child who was crawling up to her, and asked
Sanku:
“Don’t you have to go to work today?”
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“O yes,” he said, and got out of bed. He stepped down into the courtyard in a hurry, watching the golden rays
of the morning sun piercing the lush bamboo foliage on the eastern side and brightening the old palm-leaf thatch.
He washed his face and hands as usual, put on his working clothes, and was about to leave for his factory when
his wife said:
“Listen, you must buy some ointment for the child!”
She threw a commanding look at him. Sanku felt that each of the sores on the child’s festering body was
staring at him in a gruesome way. A moment passed in silence.
“What sort of ointment?” Sanku asked like a fool.
“Ointment for the sores,” continued the wife. “You mean you have not seen the sores all over the child’s
body?”
“Yes. How many paise worth of ointment?”
“At least 13 paise worth. We must apply it for three days at least.”
“Hmmm.” Sanku began to walk with bent head.
“Please,” she called out in a soft voice. Sanku looked back. She spoke gently:
“Please bring two ripe bananas when you come back in the evening—the baby starts crying at night—and I
have no milk to give him!”
She stood there pulling up her blouse with her left hand. Then Sanku noticed her belly bulging out! Was yet
another burden on the way? Sanku was stunned. He cursed himself, and with a deep sigh he resumed his walk to
the factory.
“Listen! Do not forget,” the wife reminded him.
Sanku nodded his head and walked on.
At one o’clock the bell rang for the interval. Everyone rushed in haste to homes, hotels or tea shops for lunch.
Sanku was the only one who did not go anywhere. He stood leaning against a pillar in a corner on the west side of
the office. His heart was clouded and bursting with impatience.
A few moments passed. The engineer, a short, fat Englishman with cat-like eyes, who looked like a marble
statue, got out of the room, closed the door, and left. As usual, there was no watch on his wrist! Sanku’s heart felt
cool with relief. A few more moments passed. Sanku looked all around; there was nobody in sight.
He walked towards the office. The glass-window, as usual, was only partially closed. The gold watch was on
the table. How it glittered! His heart beat faster. The Englishman would return after lunch and his siesta only by
four o’clock! A good opportunity! There was nobody around!
One, two, three—six or seven minutes passed. Suddenly Sanku thought: Suppose someone sees me! As in the
past few days, fear pushed him forward. He took a few steps, looked around, but saw no one. Prompted again by
urgent need he walked towards the room. Once again he looked around. Nobody was there! A shudder passed
through his veins; his heart throbbed. One second passed. He stretched out a hand and the gold watch was in it.
Nervously his eyes made a quick survey. No one was there at all. Trembling, he put the watch in the pocket of his
trousers. He held his breath and walked forward in haste. After about ten steps, he looked back. Then he saw
someone walking quickly along the eastern corridor.
Obviously he was going to the time-keeper’s office. He must have seen everything! Perhaps he was hastening
to inform the watchman at the gate. Oh God! Had be bungled? Sanku stood like a pillar, petrified. The gold watch
seemed to burn his pocket like a burning cinder. It sent sparks along his nerves. The whole world seemed to be
spinning around him in a blazing fire. Flames arose from every particle of sand! No shade of coolness anywhere!
Everything was on fire, burning, burning.
“Brother Sanku, why are you standing here like a pillar?”
Sanku turned with a start and saw Madhavan standing close by. Sanku stammered out:
“No reason … for nothing.”
“Go on my liar!” Madhavan said with a laugh and walked away to his work. He must have gone and reported
the theft! My God! Everyone probably knew about it. All the eight hundred odd workers at the factory would
surround him noisily. They would look at him in scorn. They would all remark with derision:
“Thief! Thief!”
Then he would be taken before the white boss, and reprimanded. How sternly he would look at him! Sanku
would surely be dismissed. That fellow, Varkey, was dismissed just for taking an old umbrella.
A cold fear entered Sanku’s heart which was choked with depressing thoughts.
The guard would be waiting at the entrance of the time-keeper’s office. He would catch him. No, that way lay
danger. He would put this back in its place: a scorching cinder that was burning him. But then, “Oh, no!” he said
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to himself on second thoughts. But finally he made up his mind. He was at the office room. The window still
remained half-open! Sanku looked around. No one was there, no one at all! He took the gold watch quickly out of
his pocket. His hand trembled like an aspen leaf. He presently remembered his home and his unpaid debts. What
was to be done? Sanku felt suffocated. The sound of a footstep behind him?
Someone was returning!
He put the watch on the table and breathlessly walked away.
68.94 A Grave Turned Inside-Out\fn{by Ibrahim Jalees (1924-1997)} Gulbarga, Gulbarga District, Karnataka State,
India (M) 6
Ayesha desperately longed for the earth to open and to be buried in it forever, but the aeroplane carried her far
above the ground.
This was the first time that Ayesha was traveling by air. That is why, the moment the plane took off from
Kathmandu airport, she started screaming loudly with terror. Two air-hostesses rushed towards her and tried to
calm her down, but Nurul Amin, the young man accompanying Ayesha, told them in Urdu, which he spoke with a
typical Bengali accent:
“Don’t worry, Bibi log—I have successfully brought her all the way from Dhaka to Kathmandu and have
saved her on numerous occasions from committing suicide. She is hysterical. Go away and leave her to me, I will
shut her up with a single sentence!”
Then Nurul Amin said something in Bengali and Ayesha fell silent at once. Her eyes wide with fear and
surprise, she turned to look at the earth below. She stared at the vast green fields spread out like a carpet, at the
rivers which threaded them like white pearl necklaces, and at the roads and highways with toy-like trucks and
cars. Perhaps she thought—Man is a strange creature! He may be fed up with life and long for death, yet the
moment he faces death, he becomes speechless; he trembles with fear before death and tries to hide behind the
ample and protective body of life.
Poor Ayesha! She was one of those millions and millions of lost helpless, oppressed people of this earth, who,
from the moment they are born till their last day, neither want to live nor wish to die.
Disgusted with life!
And afraid of death!
From Karachi to Delhi, Delhi to Dhaka, Dhaka to Tokyo, Tokyo to Washington and from Washington to
Sydney, there are millions of people in this world who neither want to live nor wish to die. Though they live on
the surface of the earth, they actually seem to spend their lives in graves. The four walls of their small houses are
but graves turned inside-out. When these people actually die, their grave-like houses sink into the ground, resume
their original purpose and remain proper graves forever.
Ayesha was not a Bengali, but a Bihari. She was the daughter of Mehmud-ur-Rehman, a motor mechanic in
Patna, and the wife of Abdul Waheed, a taxi-driver. She hadn’t gone to Dhaka because she had been lured there by
a political vision or had been enchanted by the idea of Pakistan. She had merely followed her husband to Dhaka
because, in this male-dominated world, a wife’s nationality is determined by her husband’s. That is why in the
files of the Census Bureau, she was listed as a Pakistani citizen, though all her Bengali neighbors in Taanti Bazaar
called her, even after twenty-four years, Ayesha Bihari. She had left her salwar and kameez hanging on a hook in
Patna in her parent’s house, and now wore only a sari like the other Bengali women. Indeed, she tied it so well
that whenever she went out shopping to the main street in her locality, her long hair swinging down to her waist
and her sari wrapped tightly around her body, the Punjabi owner of Crescent Store, Choudhary Kushi
Mohammad, used to get so excited that he would start drooling, and in order to attract attention to himself, start
shouting vulgar comments:
O Balay Balay! There is magic in this Bengalen!
Hai re! May your boat sink,
May you be cursed for revealing such beauty!
One who hasn’t seen this beauty of Bengal
cannot claim to live in Pakistan!

Apart from her large black eyes, her loosely tied hair and her typically wrapped sari, Ayesha had also learnt to
speak Bengali. She had learnt to speak it so fluently over the last twenty-four years that the neighboring women
often whispered to each other:
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“Come, I bet you twenty to ten that Ayesha is not a Bihari, but has sprung from the seed of a Bengali!”
Yet after having lived so comfortably and cheerfully like a Bengali for twenty four years, suddenly one day
Ayesha was reminded of the fact that she was not really a Bengali—that she was a Bihari—that she was not the
daughter of the soil—that, even after twenty-four years, she didn’t belong there—that she was stateless.
Powerful voices, zealous and angry voices of fiery young orators, blared out hate-filled speeches from loudspeakers at Pal Tan Maidan, Race Course, Moti Jheel and Bait-ul-Mukarram; they said such things that it seemed
as if Islam had been pushed back by some thirteen hundred years, just as Pakistan had been pushed away by some
thirteen hundred miles. But when Bengali and Bihari goondas\fn{Hooligans.} began to kill each other
indiscriminately with knives and sticks, and hooligans hired by politicians began to loot houses and violate the
sacred bodies of the women of their opponents, Ayesha’s life and honor were saved by her ability to speak Bengali
in Taanti Bazaar and Urdu in Mohammadpura.
And now, once again in the aeroplane, it was a single Bengali sentence which persuaded Ayesha to give life
one more chance.
One of the air-hostesses asked the other in Urdu:
“Rabab Darling, you know Bengali well. What was that magical sentence in Bengali which made her stop
bellowing like a buffalo?”
Rabab Darling, translating that sentence into Urdu, said:
“The young man only said, ‘Shut up, you bitch, down there on earth you used to beg for death, and now that
you have a chance of embracing death, you have lost your nerve!’”
The first air-hostess, suspicious of Ayesha’s true identity, said to Rabab Darling:
“I am sure she isn’t that Bengali’s wife. He has abducted her. That’s why she was protesting so loudly about
going with him.”
Nurul had not abducted Ayesha, nor had he forced her to go with him from Dhaka to Kathmandu, nor was he
coercing her now to go from Kathmandu to Karachi. He had merely lied to her, lied cruelly, about her daughter
when he had told her that she would be able to find her and hold her in her arms once again.
Ayesha had trusted Nurul like a brother, because they had been neighbors at Taanti Bazaar, and only a common
wall had separated their houses. His wife, Ameena, and Ayesha had been great friends, and had shared all their
secrets with each other. Apart from being neighbors, their husbands had also shared the same profession; both of
them were taxi-drivers. Long before Ameena had got married to Nurul, a local goonda, Hassan Ullah, had fallen
desperately in love with her and had wanted to marry her, but her father had thrown him out of the house.
Since then, Ameena’s marriage to Nurul had rankled Hassan like a thorn and he had always been on the lookout for a chance to possess her luscious and youthful body. That is why whenever Nurul and Hassan Ullah
quarreled in public, Ayesha’s husband, Abdul Waheed, always supported Nurul, and on one occasion even
thrashed Hassan Ullah.
When the language riots suddenly erupted between the Bengali and the Urdu speakers, Hassan Ullah got his
chance to take revenge on Ameena. He put on the uniform of a Mukti Bahini soldier, which he had snatched from
one of them, seized the jeep of a Bihari businessman and, accompanied by his henchmen, raided Ameena’s house.
She was alone at home. Hassan Ullah stripped her naked, dragged her out and threw her into the jeep. Maulana
Shamsul Haq, the Pesh Imam of the mosque across the road, who had been watching the entire incident hidden
behind a minaret, covered his eyes with his hands, muttered “lahaul villa quuvat” and then began to mumble his
prayers rapidly:
Ya Allah!
Be compassionate to us Muslims!
Ya Allah!
Show the path of virtue to the Pakistanis!
Ya Allah!
If this is what you wanted us to witness why did you create Pakistan?

That night when Nurul Momin and Abdul Waheed heard the news of Ameena’s abduction, both of them pulled
out their old knives. Ayesha, fearful of being left behind a widow, screamed like any other fanatic and said:
“Why must you get involved in this fight, Razia’s father? Don’t forget that you are a Bihari—Hassan Ullah is a
Bengali—So is Nurul. Let him go and rescue his wife from the clutches of that goonda. Why should you
interfere?”
But at that moment, Abdul Waheed didn’t regard himself as a Bihari, or Nurul as a Bengali. Nurul was his dear
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friend and friendship, he thought, had no nationality, love knew no geographical boundary. Annoyed by Ayesha,
he ran after Abdul to offer him his support.
Ayesha also ran after her husband and Nurul. What she had feared happened. She reached Hassan Ullah’s
house too late. A bullet fired from Hassan Ullah's pistol had pierced her husband’s heart, and Hassan Ullah, in a
drunken rage was pulling Nurul’s hair and screaming, “Sala—Pakistani jasoos. Your Ameena—no, my Ameena—
no, the lower part of your Ameena’s body speaks such beautiful Bengali—that I feel as if I am in Heaven.”
Ayesha couldn’t stand it any more. She fainted and fell across Abdul’s lifeless body.
After she regained consciousness, she saw an injured Nurul sitting by her side and learnt from him that her
thirteen year old daughter, Razia, had also been abducted. When she failed to find Razia, the poor woman banged
her head in despair against a wall and tried to kill herself. But Nurul stopped her and comforted her.
“Sister,” he said, “Aysho—you must live for Razia. She is alive and safe in Qazi Kabiruddin’s house. Come,
I’ll take you to him.”
Qazi Kabiruddin was a Bihari. Apart from being a big factory owner, he was also an intimate friend of Sheikh
Mujib and Tajuddin and had donated huge sums of money to the Awami League. That proved that he was not a
spy for the Pakistani army. Only a taxi-driver like Abdul Waheed could have been accused of being in the pay of
Pakistan.
Ayesha, for the sake of her daughter, pulled herself together and went with Nurul to Qazi Kabiruddin’s house.
In fact Nurul had felt guilty because it was in order to save his wife that Ayesha’s husband had lost his life; it was
because of him that she had become a widow and had lost her daughter. Nurul could neither bring her husband
back nor did he know who had abducted her young and beautiful daughter. Ayesha suspected that Nurul had lied
to her and she wanted to nail him down. That is why she had pretended to be gullible and had followed him to
Qazi Kabiruddin’s house. As they approached the Qazi’s house, Nurul lost his nerve and tried to prevent her from
going any further. Instead of stopping, however, Ayesha ran towards the Qazi’s house wailing:
“Razia …. Razia … my daughter … my Rajoo …”
Nurul ran after her.
On the one side was the feeble, tender cry of a widowed, daughterless, hungry and sick woman and on the
other side were the full-throated, frenzied slogans of millions and millions of men:
Joy Bangla … Joy Bang Bandhu …
Amar Desh … Tumar Desh …
Amar Neta … Tumar Neta …
Sheikh Mujib … Sheikh Mujib …

At that very moment, when Ayesha was running towards the Qazi’s house, the first flag of Bangladesh was
being unfurled on the lawns of the Race Course. Everyone in Dhaka was running towards the Race Course where
the last General of the Pakistani army was about to lay down his arms before the first Commander of the army of
the Bangladesh. The voice of a spirited young man was booming from the loudspeaker:
“Today, everyone who lives here, whether he is a Bengali or a Bihari, a Hindu or a Christian, is free. From
today, everyone will lead a good life.”
At that moment, Ayesha didn’t want a good life, she only wanted to find Razia.
When she reached the gate of Qazi Kabiruddin’s bungalow, she was stopped by his watchman who had been
alerted by Nurul. Nurul quietened her down by raising false hopes and went into the Qazi’s house himself. Later
he came out accompanied by Qazi Kabiruddin’s aged aunt; he had somehow persuaded her to tell a comforting lie
instead of revealing the awful truth about Razia. She placed her hand on Ayesha’s head and consoled her. Then
she told her:
“Your daughter, Razia, has been sent for her safety to Karachi with Qazi Basheeruddin’s wife and children.”
And when Nurul too raised his hands in prayer towards the holy mosque in the holy city of God and vowed in
the name of the martyrs of Islam that the old woman had spoken the truth, Ayesha, the daughter of the Sayyeda,
believed them and allowed herself to be persuaded to go to Karachi.
Who knows the secrets of the heart! Who knows whether Nurul had agreed to help Ayesha, because he thought
of her as his sister, or whether he had decided to take Ayesha to Pakistan, because he was afraid Hassan Ullah
would neither let him live in peace in Dhaka nor leave Ayesha alone. Or whether he had thought that if he
couldn’t drive a taxi in Pakistan, then he could at least use Ayesha as his taxi! Who knows, because when a man
doesn’t get his three meals a day and has to suffer, then he thinks that even a pig is halal—and a pig is an animal

923

which has neither modesty nor sexual shame.
Who knows the secrets of the heart! Only Nurul knew what lay hidden in the depths of his soul. He took
possession of all the gold and money that Ayesha still had left with her, and using Razia’s name as a magnet,
dragged her from Dhaka to Calcutta, and from Calcutta to Kathmandu. And now, he had persuaded her to take a
P.I.A. flight from Kathmandu to Karachi. Ayesha was migrating for the second time, not because she had been
lured by a political vision, or had been enchanted by the idea of Pakistan. She was merely doing what Nurul had
asked her to do for he was the only one who seemed to sympathize with her and was the new man in her life.
Nurul was taking her to Pakistan and had promised her a new life there.
When Ayesha had first migrated from Bihar to East Pakistan, someone had asked her:
“Why are you going to East Pakistan?” At that time Ayesha, like millions of Ayeshas, had replied:
“Ask Rajjo’s father!” Twenty four years later, she was migrating once again. This time someone asked her:
“Why are you going to West Pakistan?” Ayesha replied:
“Ask Nurul!”
Poor Ayesha, she was only conscious of the fact that she was sitting in an aeroplane and nothing more—that
she was going to West Pakistan.
Ayesha had traveled only once by train. That was when she had migrated from Bihar. During the riots of 1947,
rich Muslims of Patna, their relatives, dependents and mistresses, had fled in aeroplanes for safety to Pakistan.
Poor Muslims like Abdul Waheed and Ayesha, taxi-drivers, small traders, iron-smiths, cobblers, barbers,
washermen, masons and others, had slowly crawled towards Pakistan in over-crowded trains. Some had been
killed on the way, others robbed; they had been pushed, shoved and jolted towards East and West Pakistan. It was
on one such train, in which Abdul Waheed and Ayesha had been packed like sardines, that Abdul Waheed had
assured his pregnant wife:
“Wait till we reach Dhaka, Aysho! We shall begin a new life there. Quad-i-Azam has said that Pakistan has
been created for poor Muslims like us. In Pakistan no Muslim will be poor or destitute again. We shall have our
own house in Dhaka. No cruel and hard-hearted landlord, like our Patna money-lender, Ghanshyam Das, will dare
to throw us out.”
And now Ayesha was migrating once again—perhaps for the last time.
In this world, a poor man can never speak about his last migration, his last migration can only be towards
heaven.
During their first migration, her husband, sitting next to her in a crowded railway compartment, had woven
before her sleepless eyes, beautiful patterns of a new and comfortable life in Dhaka in East Pakistan. And now,
during her second migration, Ayesha was sitting in an aeroplane next to another man, who was neither her
husband nor her brother, but who was also weaving before her eyes, beautiful patterns of a new and comfortable
life in Karachi in West Pakistan.
“One of the cooks who had migrated to Pakistan, told me that everyone is rich and well-off there. It’s only in
Bangladesh that, sala, all the poor people of the world live. Don’t worry Ayesha, as soon as you reach Karachi,
you will meet Razia and begin a new life. Quad-i-Azam had said that in Pakistan there will be no poor Muslims.
In Karachi we will have our own house and no goonda will be able to throw us out.”
Ayesha mumbled, as if in a dream:
“Razia’s father had said the same thing, Nurul!” Then, after a thoughtful pause, she asked, “Nurul—if Qazi
Basheeruddin took my Razia with him, why didn’t he also take his brother, Qazi Kabiruddin, with him?”
At first, Nurul had been surprised by the question, but he quickly regained his wits and said:
“Idiot! How could Qazi Kabiruddin leave his house, his land, his jute mills, cinema houses, petrol pumps and
import business behind and go to Karachi? A man with so much wealth cannot leave Dhaka. Besides, he is a great
friend of our Sheikh Mujib and Tajuddin. He has donated a lot of money to the Awami League. That is why he
asked Sheikh Mujib for permission to send his brother to Pakistan. The other day Qazi Basheer’s driver was
telling me that in Pakistan, Qazi Basheer is as well settled as his brother is in Bangladesh. He has a big bungalow
in Karachi—may be a factory—a petrol pump. I will only agree to work as Qazi Basheer’s driver.”
Ayesha remained unconvinced, and asked him:
“Nurul, if we don’t find Qazi Basheer’s bungalow in Karachi, where will we stay?”
Nurul didn’t have a ready answer. In order to divert her attention, he looked out of the window of the aeroplane
and pointing to the earth down below, said:
“Look Aysho: Allah Miyan has given us so much land and yet, sala, poor people like us can’t even get a small
plot of land where we can raise a hut. All we get is a few yards of land for our graves. Rich people like Qazi
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Kabiruddin in Bangladesh and Qazi Basheeruddin in Pakistan have large bungalows. The government says it has
no land, but look below—so much land down there is still empty.”
If one looks down at the earth from an aeroplane, one can see vast areas of unoccupied land on which millions
and millions of poor people can be settled. The poor, however, do not realize that the rich people of the world
have divided the earth amongst themselves, and that they defend the boundaries they have made; indeed, the
entire earth has been divided into five continents and hundreds of countries:
There ends the land of Bangladesh,
And there ends the land of India,
Now begins the land of Pakistan,
Beyond it is the land of the Arabs,
The land of the English.
The land of the French,
The land of the Germans,
The land of the Italians,
The land of the Americans.
*
This perhaps is the land of Daulat Khan,
And that the land of Kirori Mal,
The Municipal Corporation’s land,
The land of the Town Planning Authority.
This is neither Allah Miyan’s land
Nor the people\’s land,
Neither Nurul’s land,
Nor Ayesha’s land,
This is the Land Department’s land!

Ayesha’s young daughter, Razia, was like a bearer cheque. How could the goondas not have cashed it? They
must have encashed it back there in Bangladesh. How could Ayesha even expect to find her in Pakistan? And how
could Qazi Basheeruddin’s bull-terriers let Nurul and Ayesha enter the gate of their master’s bungalow? When the
dogs barked and Abdul Hashim, who was Qazi Basheeruddin’s old and faithful Bengali servant, came out, he
immediately recognized Nurul and embraced him. After listening to Nurul’s story, he advised him not to meet
Qazi Basheer. It would be better, he said if Nurul sought the help of poor Bengalis like himself. They would give
him shelter. He told them to go to a particular address:
“Jaffer Mohammad Husain, Nurul Islam, Syed Ahmed, Abdul Hasnat and others live in their huts, which they
have put up on Fazloo Dada’s enclosure on the left side of the Country Club’s graveyard. You can also build a hut
there. I will talk to my Sahib about employing you as his driver—he needs one—after all, you are a trustworthy
man. I go to Fazloo Dada’s basti every Sunday—by then, insha Allah, I may be able to bring you good news. Tell
me, do you need any money now?”
Nurul replied gratefully, “Abdul Hashim bhai—I still have a couple of hundred rupees left. They should be
enough for me to build a hut and buy a few kitchen utensils, a cot etc. But you must get me that job. After all, how
long can we survive on a few hundred rupees without a job?”
Abdul Hashim looked meaningfully towards Ayesha and said:
“Yes, yes, understand. Two persons together—you and your—?”
Nurul stopped him quickly:
“My sister—our Waheed’s widow …”
Abdul Hashim sighed, patted her head affectionately and said, “Poor Waheed!”
When Nurul and Ayesha turned and walked towards the Country Club’s graveyard, Ayesha’s eyes fell on a
slogan scrawled in charcoal on a wall. She read it silently:

Biharis go back!
On their way, they passed the tomb of Qaid-i-Azam. They stood in front of the beautiful tomb built of marble
and admired it for a long time. When they walked away from it, they felt as if the tomb of Qaid-i-Azam was
following them and did not want to let them out of its sight. Ayesha asked hesitatingly:
“Nurul—Qaid-i-Azam had said the something—” Nurul cut in sharply and said:
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“Ayesho—don’t you see that Qaid-i-Azam has been imprisoned in his tomb? So keep quiet …”
Did Ayesha understand what Nurul meant? Is that why she kept quiet?
Next to the wall of the Country Club, was Fazloo Dada’s enclosure, in which the huts of the poor Bengali
refugees had sprouted out of the graveyard. The huts were so close to the graveyard that the dead didn’t have to be
carried from their huts to their graves—they were merely toppled out of one grave into another.
In the graveyard—properly constructed graves! In the Bengali settlement—graves turned inside-out! Fazloo
Dada and the other residents of the Bengali settlement warmly welcomed Nurul and Ayesha. There was still some
space left for a grave or a grave turned inside-out.
Nurul went to the Lallo Khet Market with Sahmat Ullah to buy some bamboos for his hut, a mattress, one
basket, two cots, a few aluminium utensils, a lantern, a tin stove, some flour and rice, etc. By evening, Nurul had
built a hut and was very happy that he was starting a new life again.
But just before sunset, two tall, muscular men arrived. They pretended to be officials from the Government’s
Land Department. One of them accused Nurul of illegally grabbing Government land and dragged him to the
police station, hitting and kicking him all the way. Meanwhile, the other man, who was drunk, entered the hut and,
in order to punish Ayesha for illegally grabbing Government land, made a grab for the land of her body.
The women of the settlement, who heard Ayesha’s cries for help, felt so ashamed that they covered their ears
with their hands. And when a few of their own men, troubled by their conscience and unable to bear the screams
any longer, decided to intervene, their wives begged them with folded hands not to:
“Ayesha is already a widow—why do you want us also to become widows?”
The men forgot their self-respect and their show of bravery.
The next morning, when Fazloo Dada and the inhabitants of the slum peeped into Ayesha’s hut, they saw her
naked body on the floor. In order to save Ayesha’s honor after her death, they started moaning loudly:
“Hai, hai! Poor Ayesha has been bitten by a snake …!!”
Yes, Ayesha had been bitten by a snake who had left his underwear behind. He was a funny snake! He wore an
underwear!
“Overturn Ayesha’s hut!” Fazloo Dada ordered his henchmen.
Everyone helped to overturn her hut in such a way that it sank into the earth and became her grave. They
covered it with dust. Fazloo Dada also picked up a handful of dust, and throwing it on her grave said bitterly:
“Not Patna, not Dhaka, not Kathmandu, not Karachi: the truth is, it was her own dust which lured her to this
place.”
Fazloo Dada was right.
Poor people like Ayesha are buried under dust alone—not under marble!
231.47 Excerpt from Nectar In A Sieve\fn{by Kamala Markandaya (1924-2004)} Mysore, Mysore District, Karnataka
State, India. (F) 11
1
Sometimes at night I think that my husband is with me again, coming gently through the mists, and we are
tranquil together. Then morning comes, the wavering gray turns to gold, there is a stirring within me as the
sleepers awake, and he softly departs.
One by one they come out into the early morning sunshine, my son, my daughter, and Puli, the child I clung to
who was not mine, and he no longer a child. Puli is with me because I tempted him, out of my desperation I lured
him away from his soil to mine. Yet I have no fears now: what is done is done, there can be no repining.
“Are you happy with me?” I said to him yesterday—being sure of the answer.
He nodded, not hesitating, but a little impatient. An old woman’s foibles. A need for comfort.
But I am comforted most when I look at his hands. He has no fingers, only stubs, since what has been taken
can never be given back, but they are clean and sound. Where the sores were, there is now pink puckered flesh;
his limbs are untouched. Kenny and Selvam between them have kept my promise to him.
In the distance when it is a fine day and my sight is not too dim, I can see the building where my son works.
He and Kenny, the young and the old. A large building, spruce and white; not only money has built it but men’s
hopes and pity, as I know who have seen it grow brick by brick and year by year.
My three sisters were married long before I was. Shanta first, a big wedding which lasted for many days,
plenty of gifts and feasts, diamond earrings, a gold necklace, as befitted the daughter of the village headman.
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Padmini next, and she too made a good match and was married fittingly, taking jewels and dowry with her; but
when it came to Thangam, only relations from our own village came to the wedding and not from the surrounding
districts as they had done before, and the only jewel she had was a diamond nose-screw.
“What for you,” my mother would say, taking my face in her hands, “my last-born, my baby? Four dowries is
too much for a man to bear.”
“I shall have a grand wedding,” I would say. “Such that everybody will remember when all else is a dream
forgotten.” (I had heard this phrase in a storyteller’s tale.) “For is not my father head of the village?”
I knew this pleased my mother, for she would at once laugh, and lose her look of worry. Once when I repeated
this, my eldest brother overheard me, and he said sharply,
“Don’t speak like a fool, the headman is no longer of consequence. There is the Collector, who comes to these
villages once a year, and to him is the power, and to those he appoints; not to the headman.”
This was the first time I had ever heard that my father was of no consequence. It was as if a prop on which I
leaned had been roughly kicked away, and I felt frightened and refused to believe him. But of course he was
right, and by the time I came to womanhood even I had to acknowledge that his prestige was much diminished.
Perhaps that was why they could not find me a rich husband, and married me to a tenant farmer who was poor in
everything but in love and care for me, his wife, whom he took at the age of twelve. Our relatives, I know,
murmured that the match was below me; my mother herself was not happy, but I was without beauty and without
dowry and it was the best she could do.
“A poor match,” they said, and not always quietly.
How little they knew, any of them!
*
A woman, they say, always remembers her wedding night. Well, maybe they do; but for me there are other I
nights I prefer to remember, sweeter, fuller, when I went to my husband matured in mind as well as in body, not as
a pained and awkward child as I did on that first night. And when the religious ceremonies had been completed,
we left, my husband and I. How well I remember the day, and the sudden sickness that overcame me when the
moment for departure came. My mother in the doorway, no tears in her eyes but her face bloated with their
weight. My father standing a little in front of her, waiting to see us safely on our way. My husband, seated already
on the bullock cart with the tin trunk full of cooking vessels and my saris next to him. Somehow I found myself
also sitting in the cart, in finery, with downcast eyes.\fn{Out of modesty.H}
Then the cart began to move, lurching as the bullocks got awkwardly into rhythm, and I was sick. Such a
disgrace for me. How shall I ever live it down? I remember thinking,
“I shall never forget.” I haven’t forgotten, but the memory is not sour. My husband soothed and calmed me.
“It is a thing that might happen to anybody,” he said. “Do not fret. Come, dry your eyes and sit up here beside
me.”
So I did, and after a while I felt better, the tears left my eyes and dried on my lashes. For six hours we rode on
and on along the dusty road, passing several villages on the way to ours, which was a good distance away.
Halfway there we stopped and ate a meal: boiled rice, dhal, vegetables and curds. A whole coconut apiece too, in
which my husband nicked a hole with his scythe for me so that I might drink the clear milk. Then he unyoked the
bullocks and led them to the small pool of water near which we had stopped, giving them each a handful of hay.
Poor beasts, they seemed glad of the water, for already their hides were dusty.
We rested a half-hour before resuming our journey. The animals, refreshed, began stepping jauntily again,
tossing their heads and jangling the bells that hung from their red-painted horns. The air was full of the sound of
bells, and of birds, sparrows and bulbuls mainly, and sometimes the cry of an eagle, but when we passed a grove,
green and leafy, I could hear mynahs and parrots. It was very warm, and, unused to so long a jolting, I fell asleep.
It was my husband who woke me—my husband, whom I will call here Nathan, for that was his name, although
in all the years of our marriage I never called him that, for it is not meet for a woman to address her husband
except as “husband.”
“We are home,” he cried. “Wake up! Look!”
I woke; 1 looked. A mud hut, thatched, small, set near a paddy field, with two or three similar huts nearby.
Across the doorway a garland of mango leaves, symbol of happiness and good fortune, dry now and rattling in the
breeze.
“This is our home,” my husband said. “Come, I will show you.”
I got out of the cart, stiff and with a cramp in one leg. We went in: two rooms, one a sort of storehouse for
grain, the other for everything else. A third had been begun but was unfinished, the mud walls were not more than
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half a foot high,
“It will be better when it is finished,” he said.
I nodded; I wanted to cry. This mud hut, nothing but mud and thatch, was my home. My knees gave, first the
cramped one, then the other, and I sank down. Nathan’s face filled with concern as he came to hold me.
“It is nothing,” I said. “I am tired—no more. I will be all right in a minute.” He said,
“Perhaps you are frightened at living here alone—but in a few years we can move—maybe even buy a house
such as your father’s. You would like that?” There was something in his voice, a pleading, a look on his face such
as a dog has when you are about to kick it.
“No,” I said, “I am not frightened. It suits me quite well to live here.” He did not reply at once but went into
the granary and came out with a handful of paddy.
“Such harvests as this,” he said, sliding the grains about in his hand, “and you shall not want for anything,
beloved.” Then he went out to get the tin trunk and after a while I followed.
*
Sometimes now I can see quite clearly: the veil is rent and for a few seconds I see blue skies and tender trees,
then it closes on me again and once more I am back in a world of my own, which darkens a little with each
passing day. Yet not alone; for the faces of those I have loved, things that have been—shapes, forms, images—are
always before me; and sometimes they are so vivid that truly I cannot say whether I see them or not, whether the
veil is lifted to allow me the sight, or whether it is only my mind that sees.
Today, for instance, I could see the brook that ran near our paddy field so clearly that I felt I had but to stoop to
feel its water wet on my hands. Yet that brook belongs to a part of my life that is finished. I was a bride of only a
week when I first followed it to look for a suitable place for my washing. I walked for nearly an hour before I
found a wide stretch of water and a sandy beach, with boulders scattered about. I put my bundle down, untied it
and put the clothes in. The water was clear but not swift running—the linen did not float too far or too quickly
away from my hands. I tucked my sari up above my knees and stood in the river, scrubbing the clothes against a
large flat stone and using just a little of the washing powder my mother had given me; good stuff, with a clean
sweet smell and much power in it. When I had finished, I carried the clothes beyond the beach and laid them on
the grassy bank to dry in the sun.
Just then I saw Kali, wife of our neighbor, coming towards me, and with her were two women I had not seen
before. All carried bundles of washing on their heads, and two had children at their hips and the third was
expecting. They called out when they saw me, and I came down, a little shy, since they seemed to know each
other so well; but before long I came to know them well too, these three women who lived nearest to us, and
whose lives were so closely woven with mine. Kali, big and plump, with ample hips and thrusting breasts, whose
husband worked the next field to ours; Janaki, married to the village shopkeeper, with her homely face and
sagging figure, for she had borne her husband several children; and Kunthi, youngest of the three, small and
narrow, moving gracefully despite her burden.
“It is her first,” said Kali, jovially, “but by no means her last, for as you see her husband has not wasted any
time!” She laughed loudly. Janaki frowned at her.
“Chup woman! Do you not see these are young girls?”
“And what of it? Are they not given in marriage? Kunthi is already bearing, and this newcomer—it will not be
long. Men are all the same.”
I saw Kunthi shrug with a slight disdain; Janaki was quiet. Perhaps they both knew the futility of trying to
restrain Kali. She meanwhile was addressing herself to me.
"You are Rukmani, are you not? Wife of the farmer Nathan. The whole village has been curious about you—
heaven knows why, one woman is like another. The fuss your husband made! Why, for weeks he was as brittle as
a bamboo before it bursts into flame. He built your hut with his own hands—yes, he would not even have my
husband to help.”
“Built it?” I said. “I did not know—he did not tell me.”
“Oh, yes! Every bit of it himself, and neglecting the land sometimes to do it, so that Sivaji had often to chide
him, although he is a good man for a Zemindari\fn{Landlord} agent.”
He had made our home himself, and I had felt only fear to live in it. About a month later, when we were no
longer strangers, I told him of what I had learnt.
“You built this for us,” I said to him. “Why did you not tell me?”
“Who has been talking to you?” he asked, not answering my question.”
“Kali. She told me a long time ago—when I first went to where the brook widens near the river.”
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“She is an old chatterbox and should have her mouth stitched.”
“What for? I am glad she told me. Should I not be proud that you have built this house with your own hands?”
He considered.
“You are not a child any more,” he said at last. “You have grown fast since the day we were married, and that
not so long ago.”
*
While the sun shines on you and the fields are green and beautiful to the eye, and your husband sees beauty in
you which no one has seen before, and you have a good store of grain laid away for hard times, a roof over you
and a sweet stirring in your body, what more can a woman ask for? My heart sang and my feet were light as I
went about my work, getting up at sunrise and going to sleep content. Peace and quiet were ours. How well I
recall it, how grateful I am that not all the clamor which invaded our lives later could subdue the memory or still
the longing for it. Rather, it has strengthened it: had there not been what has been, I might never have known how
blessed we were.
True, my husband did not own the land he tilled, as my father had done; yet the possibility was there that he
might one day do so. We owned our own ploughing bullocks; we kept a milch goat. From each harvest we saved,
and had gunny sacks full of the husked rice stored away in our small stone-lined granary. There was food in
plenty for two people and we ate well: rice for morning and evening meals; dahl; sometimes a coconut grated fine
and cooked in milk and sugar: sometimes a wheat cake, fried in butter and melting in the mouth.
Once or twice a week I would go to the village to buy sugar, ghee and vegetables, calling on the way home at
Durgan the milkman’s to get curds, for our goat was running dry and there was not always enough milk to make
my own. I liked going to the village and meeting its people, for they were a friendly lot and most of them anxious
to help if they could. I got to know them all very quickly: Old Granny, who lived on what she made by selling
peanuts and guavas; Hanuman, the general merchant; Perumal, husband of Janaki, who kept the only shop; and
Biswas, the money-lender. Sometimes Janaki or Kali would come to see how I was getting on, but not often, for
they were kept busy looking after husband and children. As for Kunthi, very soon she was unable to do anything
for herself, for she was a thin, slight girl, and we had to go in turns to buy her provisions and to help her with the
work in the home. Kunthi was different from the other women, quieter, more reserved, and for all that we tried to
be at ease with her there was a barrier which we could not surmount. Especially high against me it stood, strange
and forbidding, although why this should be I could not think, finally putting it down to my imagination.
She had, everybody said, married beneath her. Perhaps they said that of me too, but I was plain and she was
pretty, so it didn’t make sense in her case. For myself, I am glad I married “beneath me,” for a finer man no one
could have had; but possibly she was not so lucky.
A man is indeed fortunate if he does not marry above him, for if he does he gets a wife who is no help to him
whatsoever, only an ornament. I know, for I was ignorant of the simplest things, and no ornament either. Kali and
Janaki between them had to show me how to milk the goat, how to plant seed, how to churn butter from milk, and
how to mull rice. What patience indeed my husband must have had, to put up with me uncomplainingly dur ing
those early days of our married lives! Not one cross word or impatient look, and praise for whatever small success
I achieved. I had planted, in the fiat patch of ground behind the hut, a few pumpkin seeds. The soil here was rich,
never having yielded before, and loose so that it did not require much digging. The seeds sprouted quickly,
sending up delicate green shoots that I kept carefully watered, going several times to the well nearby for the
purpose. Soon they were not delicate but sprawling vigorously over the earth, and pumpkins began to form,
which, fattening on soil and sun and water, swelled daily larger and larger and ripened to yellow and red, until at
last they were ready to eat, and I cut one and took it in. When Nathan saw it he was full of admiration, and made
much of this one fruit—he who was used to harvesting a field at a time.
“One would have thought you had never seen a pumpkin before,” I said, though pleased with him and myself,
keeping my eyes down.
“Not from our land,” said Nathan. “Therefore it is precious, and you, Ruku, are indeed a clever woman.”
I tried not to show my pride. I tried to be offhand. I put the pumpkin away. But pleasure was making my pulse
beat; the blood, unbidden, came hot and surging to my face.
After that, ten times more zealous, I planted beans and I sweet potatoes, brinjals\fn{Eggplants} and chilies, and
they all grew well under my hand, so that we ate even better than we had done before.
2
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Kunthi’s child was born a few months before mine, a fine boy who nearly took his mother’s life in exchange
for his own. Janaki was ill and could not come, Kali was away, therefore I had to do what I could. Kunthi’s
husband went off to fetch the midwife, leaving me with the sweating girl. When she saw who I was—not at once,
for she was half-crazed with pain—Kunthi cried out that she did not want me.
“You must go,” she kept entreating.
“Why?” I said. “Do you dislike me so much, then?”
“No, no, but please go. I do not want you here.”
“I cannot and will not. Besides, there is no one else.”
“I shall be all right. The midwife will be here soon.”
“And what will your husband say,” I said, “f I leave you here alone?” and I took no more notice of her cries.
When she saw I would not go, she grew still and lay like a log, not a murmur from her, but the sweat forcing itself
up in oily drops on her throat and temples.
Kunthi was lying in an exhausted sleep, with her baby beside her, before I went home. It was a whole day since
I had left. Nathan was waiting for me and he said crossly:
“You look like a corpse. Whatever possessed you to stay so long?”
“Blame the midwife,” I said. “She could not be found. Or blame Kunthi’s son. He took a long time.” I was
tired and my voice was on edge.
“Well, so long as you don’t forget you are pregnant,” he said shortly and turned away. It was the first time I
had seen him angry. Tears came pricking at my eyeballs.
I sat down to stop my head from spinning, and after a : while the pain went. He means well, I thought. He is
anxious only about our child. Better that he should worry than that he should not.
From then on, I began to take more care of myself, leaving more and more of the work to Nathan. Sowing time
was at hand and there was plenty to be done in the fields: dams of clay to be built to ensure proper irrigation of
the paddy terraces; the previous year’s stubble to be lifted; rushes and weeds to be destroyed; then the
transplanting. All this meant stooping, and Nathan would not hear of it.
With the leisure I now had I took up writing again. It was my father who taught me to read and write. People
said he did it because he wanted his children to be one cut above the rest; perhaps so, but I am certain that he also
knew that it would be a solace to me in affliction, a joy amid tranquility. So he taught his six children, myself the
youngest by ten years, with the patience he brought to all things.
“Practice hard,” he would say, watching me busy with slate and pencil. “For who knows what dowry there will
be for you when you are ready!” And I, with only the thistledown of childish care upon me, would listen lightly
and take up my pencil again.
“What use,” my mother said, “that a girl should be learned! Much good will it do her when she has lusty sons
and a husband to look after. Look at me, am I any worse that I cannot spell my name, so long as I know it? Is not
my house clean and sweet, are not my children well fed. and cared for?” My father laughed and said, “Indeed they
are,” and did not pursue the matter; nor did he give up his teaching.
When my child is ready, I thought now, I will teach him too; and I practiced harder than ever lest my fingers
should lose their skill. When Janaki, recovered from her sickness, same to see me, she marveled that I could write;
but Kali, who had come too, was scornful of the strange symbols which had no meaning for her and dismissed it
as a foible of pregnancy.
“You will forget all about such nonsense when your child is born,” she said. “Besides, there will be others and
your hands will be full. Look at me, do I have one spare minute to myself?”
“How is it then,” I asked, forgetting myself, “that you are here now—yes, and I have seen you in the village
too—if you have so much to occupy you? As for my children, it is for them that I practice writing and reading, so
that I can teach them when the time is ripe.”
Kali sniffed, but she was good-natured and did not take offence.
Nathan used to come and sit beside me when I was writing. The first time he came to see what I was up to, he
sat in silence with his brows drawn together and meeting; but after some watching he went away, and when he
came back his face was clear.
“It is well,” he said, stroking my hair. “You are clever, Ruku, as I have said before.”
I think it cost him a good deal to say what he did, and he never varied his attitude once. That was typical of my
husband: when he had worked things out for himself he would follow his conclusions at whatever cost to himself.
I am sure it could not have been easy for him to see his wife more learned than he himself was, for Nathan could
not even write his name; yet not once did he assert his rights and forbid me my pleasure, as lesser men might have
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done.
*
Now that I did not work in the fields I spent most of my time tending my small garden: the beans, the brinjals,
the chilies and the pumpkin vine which had been the first to grow under my hand. And their growth to me was
constant wonder—from the time the seed split and the first green shoots broke through, to the time when the
young buds and fruit began to form. I was young and fanciful then, and it seemed to me not that they grew as I
did, unconsciously, but that each of the dry, hard pellets I held in my palm had within it the very secret of life
itself, curled tightly within, under leaf after protective leaf for safekeeping, fragile, vanishing with the first touch
or sight. With each tender seedling that unfurled its small green leaf to my eager gaze, my excitement would rise
and mount; winged, wondrous.
“You will get used to it.” Nathan said. “After many sowings and harvestings you will not notice these things.”
There have been many sowings and harvestings, but the wonder has not departed. I was tying the bean tendrils
to the wire fence I had built when I saw a quiver in the leaves of the pumpkins. The fruit is ripening, I thought, the
birds are already here. Or perhaps mice. Leaving the beans I went to look, stooping to part the leaves with my
nand.
Why did not the snake strike at once? Was the cobra surprised into stillness that a human should dare to touch
it? My hands recoiled from the coldness of serpent flesh, my nails clawed at my palms, the leaves I had parted
moved back to cover it. For a moment my legs remained firmly planted beside the pumpkins, then the blood came
racing to my limbs again, and I ran from the spot screeching with fear and not looking behind me. Nathan came
rushing to me, almost knocking me over, caught and shook me.
“What is it, what is it?” he shouted roughly.
“A snake,” I whispered, bereft of voice and breath. “A cobra. I touched it.” He looked at me as if I were mad.
“Go in and stay there,” he said.
I wanted only to fall at his feet in my terror, to beg him not to leave me alone, but he was staring at me
unrelenting. At last I went, cowed, but with the waters of panic receding.
“The snake had not stirred,” Nathan said as he came back. He had cut it to pieces with his scythe and buried
the remains so that I should not be upset.
“Yet you have lived long enough to learn to disregard them,” he said. “Are they not found everywhere—tree
snakes, water snakes and land snakes? You only need to be careful and they pass you by.”
“True,” I said, shamefaced yet rallying. “But it is one thing to see a snake and another to touch it. I have never
touched one before.”
“Nor again,” Nathan said, grinning. “I have never seen you fly as fast as you did, child and all.”
I lowered my eyes, abashed. I was getting very awkward in my movements. I realized I must have looked like
a water buffalo, running in such a frenzy.
“Never mind,” said Nathan gently. “It will soon be over now.”
*
He was right. Whether from fright, or the running, my baby was born a few days later, a month too soon but
healthy for all that. Kali came as soon as she knew, and the midwife some hours later but in good time to deliver
the child. They placed it in my arms when I had recovered a little from the birth, in silence. I uncovered the small
form, beautiful, strong, but quite plain, a girl’s body. I turned away and, despite myself, the tears came, tears of
weakness and disappointment; for what woman wants a girl for her first-born? They took the child from me. Kali
said:
“Never mind. There will be many later on. You have plenty of time.”
It is so easy to be comforting when your own wishes have come true. Kali had three sons already; she could
afford to sympathize.
When I recall all the help Kali gave me with my first child, I am ashamed that I ever had such thoughts: my
only excuse is that thoughts come of their own accord, although afterwards we can chase them away. As I had
done for Kunthi, so Kali did for me—but much more: sweeping and cleaning, washing and cooking. She even
took pains to water the garden, and one morning I saw her tending the pumpkin vine, which was over-laden with
blossom. In that moment a cold horror came on me again: my hands grew clammy, and I could feel once more the
serpent’s touch. I shrieked at her then, and she came running, her face frightened at the wildness in my voice.
“Whatever is wrong?” she gasped, running to my side. The baby had awakened and was crying loudly, so that
she had to yell. I was so pleased to see her whole, I could not speak for relief. At last I told her, shakily, about the
cobra, and, rather ashamed by now of making such a fuss, I exaggerated a little, making the snake enormous of its
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kind, and the danger more deadly than it had been. Women can sometimes be more soothing than men: so now
Kali.
“Poor thing,” she said. “No wonder you are terrified. Anyone would be. But it is a pity your husband killed the
snake, since cobras are sacred.”
“She is a fool,” Nathan said contemptuously when I told him. “What would she have me do—worship it while
it dug its fangs in my wife? Go now—forget it.”
I think I did, although once or twice when I saw the thickness of the pumpkin vines I wondered nervously what
might lie concealed there; and then I would take up knife and shovel to clear away the tangle; but when I drew
near and saw the broad glossy leaves and curling green tendrils I could not bring myself to do it; and now I am
glad I did not, for that same vine yielded to me richly, pumpkin after pumpkin of a size and colour that I never
saw elsewhere.
*
We called our daughter Irawaddy, after one of the great rivers of Asia, for of all things water was most precious
to us; but it was too long a name for the tiny little thing she was, and soon she became Ira. Nathan at first paid
scant attention to her: he had wanted a son to continue his line and walk beside him on the land, not a puling
infant who would take with her a dowry and leave nothing but a memory behind; but soon she stopped being a
puling infant, and when at the age of ten months she called him Apa, which means father, he began to take a lively
interest in her.
She was a fair child, lovely and dimpled, with soft, gleaming hair. I do not know where she got her looks: not
from me, nor from Nathan, but there it was; and not only we but other people noticed and remarked on it. I myself
did not know how I could have produced so beautiful a child, and I was proud of her and glad, even when people
pretended to disbelieve that I could be her mother.
“Here is a marvel indeed,” they would say, and make comparisons with ordinary parents who sometimes bore
a child of matchless brilliance; or with a devout couple who had brought forth a wretch. I preferred to think the
plain have their rewards, and this was mine.
“She is like you,” Nathan would say to me as he surveyed her, but he was the only one who thought so. Before
long she was crawling all over the place, following her father into the fields, trailing me as I went about my work,
and very soon she began to walk.
“You must not allow it so early,” Kali said to me ominously, “or her legs will bend like hoops.”
And at first I listened to her and whenever I saw Ira trying to stand up or walk, I would rush forward and pick
her up; but soon there was no stopping her. I should have been at it the whole time otherwise, and I had other
things to do. Sowing time was at hand, and I was out all day with Nathan planting the paddy in the drained fields.
Corn had to be sown too, the land was ready. My husband ploughed it, steadying the plough behind the two
bullocks while I came behind, strewing the seed to either side and sprinkling the earth over from the basket at my
hip.
When that was done, it was time for our hut to be thatched. It had stood up well to sun and wind, but after the
monsoon rains several small patches showed wear and it was well to get things done in good time. Nathan cut
fronds from the coconut palm that grew by our hut and dried them for me, together we twisted the fibre and bound
the palms, shaping them to the roof and strengthening the whole with clay.
Ira was no trouble at all. She would sit happily playing by herself in the sun, chuckling at the birds or at
anything else she could see, including her fond parents; or if it was hot and she grew fretful I would hang a cloth
from a branch and put her in it, and she would go to sleep without any further bother. My mother, especially, grew
very fond of her and came to see us often, although it meant traveling several hours in a bullock cart, which is
very tiring when one is no longer young. Sometimes I would go to see my parents, but seldom, since there was so
much to be done in my own home; and my mother, knowing this, did not reproach me for the long intervals
between my visits.
3
“Do not worry,” they said. “You will be putting lines in your face.”
They still say it, but the lines are already there and they are silent about that. Kali said it, and I knew she was
thinking of her own brood. Kunthi said it, and in her eyes lay the knowledge of her own children. Janaki said,
morosely, she wished it could happen to her; a child each year was no fun. Only Nathan did not say it to me, for
he was worried too, and knew better. We did not talk about it, it was always with us: a chill fear that Ira was to be
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our only child.
My mother, whenever I paid her a visit, would make me accompany her to a temple, and together we would
pray and pray before the deity, imploring for help until we were giddy. But the Gods have other things to do: they
cannot attend to the pleas of every supplicant who dares to raise his cares to heaven. And so the years rolled by
and we still had only one child, and that a daughter.
When Ira was nearing six, my mother was afflicted with consumption, and was soon so feeble that she could
not rise from her bed. Yet in the midst of her pain she could still think of me, and one day she beckoned me near
and placed in my hand a small stone lingam, symbol of fertility. .
“Wear it,” she said. “You will yet bear many sons. I see them, and what the dying see will come to pass … be
assured, this is no illusion.”
“Rest easy,” I said. “You will recover.”
She did not—no one expected she would—but she lingered for a long time. In her last months my father sent
for the new doctor who had settled in the village. Nobody knew where he came from or who paid him, but there
he was, and people spoke well of him, though he was a foreigner. As for my father, he would have called in the
Devil himself to spare my mother any suffering.
So it was in a house of sorrow that I first met Kennington, whom people called Kenny. He was tall and gaunt,
with a pale skin and sunken eyes the colour of a kingfisher’s wing, neither blue or green. I had never seen a white
man so close before, and so I looked my fill.
“When you have done with staring,” he said coldly, “perhaps you will take me to your mother.”
I started, for I had not realised I was goggling at him. Startled, too, that he should have spoken in our tongue.
“I will show you,” I said, stumbling in my confusion.
My mother knew no man could save her and she did not expect miracles. Between her and this man, young
though he was, lay mutual understanding and respect, one for the other. He told her no lies, and she trusted him.
He came often, sometimes even when he was not summoned: and his presence, as much as the powders and pills
he made her take, gave my mother her ease. When she died it was in the same way, without a struggle, so that
although we grieved for her our hearts were not torn by her suffering. Before I left for my village, I told him that
for what he had done there could be no repayment.
“Remember only,” I said, “that my home is yours, and all in it.” He thanked me gravely, and as I turned to go
he raised a hand to stop me.
“There is a look about you,” he said. “It lies in your eyes and the mark is on your face. What is it?”
“Would you not grieve too,” I said, “if the woman who gave you birth was no more than a handful of dust?”
“It is not that alone. The hurt is of longer standing. Why do you lie?”
I looked up and his eyes were on me. Surely, I thought, my mother has told him, for he knows; but as if he
guessed my thoughts he shook his head.
“No, I do not know. Tell me.”
I held back. He was a foreigner, and although I no longer stood in awe of him, still the secret had been long
locked up in my breast and would not come out easily.
“I have no sons,” I said at last, heavily. “Only one child, a girl.” Once I had started the words flowed, I could
not stop myself.
“Why should it be?” I cried. “What have we done that we must be punished? Am I not clean and healthy?
Have I not borne a girl so fair, people turn to gaze when she passes?”
“That does not seem to help you much,” he said shortly.
I waited. If he wishes to help me he can, I thought, so much faith had I in him. My heart was thumping out a
prayer.
“Come and see me,” he said at last. “It is possible I may be able to do something. Remember, I do not
promise.”
My fears came crowding upon me again. I had never been to this kind of doctor; he suddenly became
terrifying.
“You are an ignorant fool,” he said roughly. “I will not harm you.”
I slunk away, frightened of I know not what. I placed even more faith in the charm my mother had given me,
wearing it constantly between my breasts. Nothing happened. At last I went again to him, begging him to do what
he could. He did not even remind me of the past.
*
Ira was seven when my first son was born, and she took a great interest in the newcomer. Poor child, it must
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have been lonely for her all those years. Kali’s and Janaki’s children were much older, and as for Kunthi, she
preferred to keep aloof. Her son was a sturdy youngster and would have been a good playmate for my child; but,
as the years went by, her visits to our house grew less and less frequent until at last we were meeting as strangers.
My husband was overjoyed at the arrival of a son; not less so, my father. He came, an old man, all those miles
by cart from our village, to hold his grandson.
“Your mother would have been glad,” he said. “She was always praying for you.”
“She knew,” I told him. “She said I would have many sons.”
As for Nathan, nothing would do but that the whole village should know—as if they didn’t already. On the
tenth day from the birth he invited everybody to feast and rejoice with us in our good fortune. Kali and Janaki
both came to help me prepare the food, and even Kunthi’s reserve crumbled a little as she held up my son to show
him to our visitors. Between us we prepared mounds of rice, tinting it with saffron and frying it in butter; made
hot curries from chilies and dhal; mixed sweet, spicy dishes of jaggery and fruit; broiled fish; roasted nuts over
the fire; filled ten gourds with coconut milk; and cut plantain leaves on which to serve the food. When all was
ready we spread the leaves under the gaudy marriage pandal Nathan had borrowed for the occasion and ate and
drank for long, merry hours. Afterwards Kunthi was persuaded to play for us on her bulbul tara, which she did
skillfully, plucking at the strings on her slender fingers and singing in a low, dear voice which people strained to
hear, so that it was very quiet.
The baby, who had slept through all the clamor, woke up now in the sudden hush and began squalling. Kunthi
stopped her thrumming. People crowded around me, trying to pat the baby who had caused all this excitement—
although he was no beauty, with puckered face and mouth opened wide to emit shriek after shriek.
“Such a furor,” Kali said. “One would think the child had wings, at the very least.”
“Seven years we have waited,” said Nathan, his eyes glinting, “wings or no wings.”
The one person I had wanted most to see at our feast was not there. I had gone to seek him, but he was not to
be found.
“He goes and comes,” they told me. “Nobody knows where or why.”
So I had to be content without him; but contentment cannot be forced, and Nathan noticed my preoccupation.
“What now?” he said. “Are you not happy? Would you have the moon too, as Kali would have wings?”
“Indeed no,” I said, “it is just that I would have liked to see Kenny under our roof. He did so much for my
mother.”
And for us, I thought, but could not say it; for at the beginning I had not wished my husband to know that I was
putting myself in the hands of a foreigner, for I knew not what his reaction would be. I had consoled myself that it
would be time enough to tell him if a child was born; and now I found I could not do it, because he would surely
ask why I had not told him before. What harm, I thought, if he does not know; I have not lied to him, there has
just been this silence.
*
In our sort of family it is well to be the first-born: what resources there are, have later to be shared out in
smaller and smaller portions, Ira had been fed well on milk and butter and rice; Arjun too, for he was the first boy.
But for those who came after, there was less and less. Four more sons I bore in as many years—Thambi,
Murugan, Raja and Selvam. It was as if all the pent-up desires of my childless days were now bearing fruit, I was
very fortunate, for they were, without exception, healthy; and in their infancy and childhood my daughter looked
after them almost as much as I did. She was a great one for babies, handling them better than many a grown
woman while she was still a child.
How quickly children growl They are infants—you look away a minute and in that time they have left their
babyhood behind. Our little girl ran about in the sun bare and beautiful as she grew, with no clothes to hamper her
limbs or confine her movements. Then one day when she was five—long before Arjun was born—Nathan pointed
her out to me as she played in the fields.
“Cover her,” he said. “It is time,”
I wanted to cry out that she was a baby still, but of course Nathan was right; she had left infancy forever. And
so I made a skirt for her, weaving bright colours into the white cotton that she might like it, and so she did for a
time, wearing it gladly, twirling it about her as she spun round and round; but when the novelty had worn off, she
became fractious and wanted to tear it from her. It was nearly a month before she resigned herself to it.
With six children to feed we could no longer afford to eat all the vegetables we grew. Once a week I would cut
and pack our garden produce, selecting the best and leaving the spoilt or bruised vegetables for ourselves, cover
the basket with leaves and set off for the village. Old Granny was always glad to buy from me, and at first I would
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make straight for the corner of the street where she sat with her gunnysack spread before her. The old lady would
pick out the purple brinjals and yellow pumpkins, the shiny green and red chillies, feeling them with her wrinkled
fingers and complimenting me on their size.
“None like yours,” she would say. “Such colour, such a bloom on them!”
Perhaps she said it to everyone who came to her, but 1 would feel absurdly pleased and go away with my
insides smiling. Then one day Biswas, the moneylender, stopped me in the street. I would have passed after a brief
salutation, for among us there is a dislike of the moneylending class, but he stood squarely in my path.
“Ah, Rukmani,” he said, “in a hurry as usual, I see.”
“My children are not of age to be left alone for long,” said I, speaking civilly.
“Yet surely you have time for a little business with me?”
“If you will tell me what business?”
“Buying and selling,” he said, cackling, “which is your business, as lending is mine.”
“If you will make yourself clear,” I said, “I will stay and hear; otherwise I must be on my way.”
“Those vegetables,” he said, “that Old Granny buys from you. What price does she pay you?”
“A fair price,” I said, “and no haggling.”
“I will pay you four annas a dozen for brinjals, and six annas each for pumpkins, if they are large.” He was
offering almost double what Old Granny paid.
I went away. The following week I sold almost my whole basket to him, keeping only a little for Old Granny. I
did not like selling to him, although he paid me a better price. It was business and nothing else with him, never a
word of chaff or a smile—or perhaps it was the flattery I missed—and I would much rather have had it the other
way; but there you are, you cannot choose.
To my surprise Old Granny made no comment, beyond smiling reassuringly when I muttered guiltily that our
needs at home were growing. In the beginning she may not have known, but when I sold her, week after week,
one small pumpkin or half a dozen brinjals she must have guessed the truth. But she said nothing, nor did I, for
we both knew she could not pay me more, and I could not afford to sell for less. As it was, we were going short of
many things. We no longer had milk in the house, except for the youngest child; curds and butter were beyond our
means except on rare occasions. But we never went hungry as some of the families were doing. We grew our own
plantains and coconuts, the harvests were good and there was always food in the house—at least a bagful of rice,
a little dhal, if no more. Then when the rice terraces were drained, there was the fish, spawned among the paddy,
and what we could not eat, we dried and salted away. And every month I put away a rupee or two against the time
Ira would be married. So we still could not grumble.
4
Change I had known before, and it had been gradual. My father had been a headman once, a person of
consequence in our village: I had lived to see him relinquish this importance, but the alteration was so slow that
we hardly knew when it came. I had seen both my parents sink into old age and death, and here too there was no
violence. But the change that now came into my life, into all our lives, blasting its way into our village, seemed
wrought in the twinkling of an eye.
Arjun came running to us with the news. He had run all the way from the village and we had to wait while he
gulped in fresh air.
“Hundreds of men,” he gasped. “They are pulling down houses around the maidan and there is a long line of
bullock carts carrying bricks.”
The other children clustered round him, their eyes popping. Arjun swelled with importance.
“I am going back,” he announced. “There is a lot to be seen.” Nathan looked up from the grain he was
measuring into the gunny bag for storing.
“It is the new tannery they are building,” he said. “I had heard rumors.”
Arjun, torn between a desire to dash back and a craving to hear more from his father, teetered anxiously to and
fro on his heels; but Nathan said no more. He put the grain away carefully in the granary, then he rose.
“Come,” he said. “We will see.”
All the families were out: the news had spread quickly. Kali and her husband, Kunthi and her boys, Janaki,
surrounded by her numerous family, even Old Granny, had come out to see. Children were everywhere, dodging
in and out of the crowd and crying out to each other in shrill excited voices. Startled pi-dogs added to the din. We
formed a circle about the first arrivals, some fifty men or so, who were unloading bricks from the bullock carts.
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They spoke in our language, but with an intonation which made it difficult for us to understand them.
“Townspeople,” Kali whispered to me. “They say they have traveled more than a hundred miles to get here.”
She was prone to exaggerate, and also believed whatever was told her.
In charge of the men was an overseer who looked and spoke like the men, but who was dressed in a shirt and
trousers, and he had a hat on his head such as I had only seen Kenny wear before: a topee the colour of thatch.
The others wore loincloths and turbans and a few wore shirts; but as the day wore on they doffed their shirts, one
by one, until all were as our men.
The men worked well and quickly, with many a sidelong glance at us; they seemed to enjoy having created
such a stir and lured such a big audience. As for the overseer, he made much play of his authority, directing them
with loud voice and many gestures but doing not a stroke of work himself. Still, it must have been hot for him
standing there waving his arms about, for the shirt he wore was sticking to his back now and then he would lift his
hat as if to allow the wind to cool his scalp.
Until at last there was a commotion about the edges of the circle of which we were the inner ring. The crowd
was parting, and as the movement spread to us we gave way too, to let a tall white man through. He had on a
white topee, and was accompanied by three or four men dressed like him in shorts. The overseer now came
forward, bowing and scraping, and the red-faced one spoke to him rapidly but so low that we could not hear what
he was saying. The overseer listened respectfully and then began telling us to go, not to disturb the men, although
for So long he had been glad of many watchers. In our maidan, in our village he stood, telling us to go.
“As if he owned us,” muttered Kannan the chakkli.\fn{Cobbler} I think that already he foresaw his livelihood
being wrested from him, for he salted and tanned his own skins, making them into chaplis for those in the village
who wore them. So he stood his ground, glaring at the overseer and refusing to move, as did a few others who
resented the haughty orders that poured from the man’s lips; but most of us went, having our own concerns to
mind.
Every day for two months the line of bullock carts came in laden with bricks and stones and cement, sheets of
tin and corrugated iron, coils of rope and hemp. The kilns in the neighboring villages were kept busy firing the
bricks, but their output was insufficient, and the carts had to go further afield, returning dusty and brick-filled.
Day and night women twisted rope, since they could sell as much as they made, and traders waxed prosperous
selling their goods to the workmen. They were very well paid, these men, some of them earning two rupees in a
single day, whereas even in good times we seldom earned as much, and they bought lavishly: rice and vegetables
and dhal, sweetmeats and fruit. Around the maidan they built their huts, for there was no other place for them, and
into these brought their wives and children, making a community of their own. At night we saw their fires and by
day we heard their noise, loud, ceaseless, clangour and din, chatter, sometimes a chanting to help them get a
heavy beam into position, or hoist a load of tin sheeting to the roof
Then one day the building was completed. The workers departed, taking with them their goods and chattels,
leaving only the empty huts behind. There was a silence. In the unwonted quiet we all wondered apprehensively
what would happen next. A week went by and another. Losing our awe we entered the building, poking into its
holes and corners, looking into the great vats and drums that had been installed; then, curiosity slaked, we set
about our old tasks on the land and in our homes.
There were some among the traders—those who had put up their prices and made their money—who regretted
their going. Not I. They had invaded our village with clatter and din, had taken from us the maidan where our
children played, and had made the bazaar prices too high for us. I was not sorry to see them go.
“They will be back,” said Nathan my husband, “or others will take their place. And did you not benefit from
their stay, selling your pumpkins and plantains for better prices than you did before?”
“Yes,” said I, for I had, “but what could I buy with the money with prices so high everywhere? No sugar or
dhal or ghee have we tasted since they came, and should have had none so long as they remained.”
“Nevertheless,” said Nathan, “they will be back; for you may be sure they did not take so much trouble only to
leave a shell in our midst. Therefore it is well to accept these things.”
“Never, never,” I cried. “They may live in our midst but I can never accept them, for they lay their hands upon
us and we are all turned from tilling to barter, and hoard our silver since we cannot spend it, and see our children
go without the food that their children gorge, and it is only in the hope, that one day things will be as they were
that we have done these things. Now that they have gone let us forget them and return to our ways.”
“Foolish woman,” Nathan said. “There is no going back. Bend like the grass, that you do not break.”
Our children had not seen us so serious, so vehement, before. Three of my sons huddled together in a corner
staring at us with wide eyes; the two youngest lay asleep, one in Ira’s arms, the other leaning heavily against her;
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and she herself sagged against the wall with their weight as she sat there on the floor. There was a look on her
lovely soft face that pierced me.
“Ah well,” I said, dissembling, “perhaps I exaggerate. If they return we shall have a fine dowry for our
daughter, and that is indeed a good thing.”
The lost look went from Ira’s face. She was a child still, despite the ripeness of her thirteen years, and no doubt
fancied a grand wedding even as I had done.
*
They came back. Not the same men who went, but others, and not all at once but slowly. The red-faced white
man came back with a foreman, and took charge of everything. He did not live in the village but came and went,
while his men took over the huts that had lain empty, the ones who came last settling beside the river, bringing
their wives and children with them, or dotting the maidan even more thickly with the huts they built for
themselves and their families.
I went back to my home, thankful that a fair distance still lay between them and us, that although the smell of
their brews and liquors hung permanently in the sickened air, still their noise came to us from afar.
“You are a queer being,” Kunthi said, her brows flaring away from her eyes. “Are you not glad that our village
is no longer a clump of huts but a small town? Soon there will be shops and tea stalls, and even a bioscope, such
as I have been to before I was married. You will see.”
“No doubt I will,” I said. “It will not gladden me. Already my children hold their noses when they go by, and
all is shouting and disturbance and crowds wherever you go. Even the birds have forgotten to sing, or else their
calls are lost to us.”
“You are a village girl,” said Kunthi, and there were shadows of contempt moving behind her eyes. “You do
not understand.”
If I was a village girl, Kali and Janaki were too, and had no taste for the intruders; but after a while Janaki
confessed that at least she now knew what to do with her sons, for the land could not take them all; and as for
Kali, well, she had always been fond of an audience for her stories. So they were reconciled and threw the past
away with both hands that they might be the readier to grasp the present, while I stood by in pain, envying such
easy reconciliation and clutching in my own two hands the memory of the past, and accounting it a treasure.
I think the end of my daughter's carefree days began with the tannery. She had been used to come and go with
her brothers, and they went whither they wished. Then one day, with many a meaningful wink, Kali told us that it
was time we looked to our daughter.
“She is maturing fast,” she said. “Do you not see the eyes of the young men lighting on her? If you are not
careful you will not find it easy to get her a husband.”
“My daughter is no wanton,” Nathan replied. “Not only men but women look at her, for she is beautiful.”
“She is that,” Kali said handsomely. “Therefore look to her even more closely.” There was no subduing Kali,
as I well knew.
Thereafter, although we did not admit it to each other, we were more careful of Ira. Poor child, she was
bewildered by the many injunctions we laid upon her, and the curtailing of her freedom tried her sorely, though
not a word of complaint came from her. …
69.81 Godless\fn{by Kishori Charan Das (1924-2004)} Khatbin Sahi, Cuttack, Cuttack District, Orissa State, India (M)
4
I am not godless, not really. Anyone who knows me will accept the statement. Even Abhiram Babu has told me
that all said and done, I possess a clean heart and I can love God. True, I can love Him if He is like Abhiram
Babu. But I know He is unlike him or anybody else. To put it straight, He does not exist.
That is my conviction and I need not have to change it now. But I am not godless. I am prone to greater
affection than hate. I can never kill a person in fact or in imagination. I love the silent shimmerings of Nature and
little creatures of the earth—the tremulous pool of water in the courtyard, the kitten in the basket licking his body
all over in lazy time, the tender Aswattha leaf emerging in fear and trembling from a crack in the wall, the fearless
sparrow pecking at the mirror. I love all children.
Do I not suffer so, at this moment, from so much love? I have not met Abhiram Babu for a long time. Could it
be that he does not want to see me? No, I do not think so. I have also not been able to make it, for I have no
respite these days from office work. I shall go to his place next Sunday, I must. And I will take my son along.
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The red rubber ball of my son has strayed to the rear end of the courtyard and is getting soaked in rain. He is
gazing at his ball. Seems as though he is asking the thing to help him in his thoughts of the recent past. His
thoughts are surely laced with my sorrows. I feel like telling him everything. He does not understand the divine
stuff and can weep for me.
*
I came to know Abhiram Babu about one year back when I moved to Calcutta. He works for the State
Government, his office is close to mine—in the adjoining wing of a three-storied building.
We saw each other for the first time one day at the lunch-hour, on opposite sides of a greasy marble-top table,
in the canteen on the ground floor. That was my trial visit to the canteen in a bid to cut down on expenses. I was
on the point of beating a retreat, thanks to the smoke, dirt and the sweating crowd, when I found an untouched
plate of snacks placed before a gentleman engaged in deep meditation. The meditation over, he offered a portion
of the food to his gods. He gave me an instant smile when he saw me, and said:
“Won’t you be seated, please?”
It was more curiosity than a desire to make friends. I sat on the chair opposite and noted—here is one of those
god-men.
I have a strong prejudice against these people. Yet I was taken in by his bland smiles, untouched as it were by
pleasure, and the gentle unhurried words. I thought it may well be nice to have lunch with him, once in a while, in
the canteen. He will not be bad company for half-an-hour on a tiring day. He will at least not intrude on my
leisure by talking big and wise, like many of my colleagues.
Eventually I found that he was not merely given to religion, he was also a lover of God. He would even get
excited by hearing Ram Dhun over the canteen radio. He would lose track of the conversation and would
sometimes be lost entirely to the outside world, sitting there like an animated block of stone. Getting back to his
senses he would give the standard smile and offer apologies for being impolite.
He may not be a good-looker, but there is nothing apparently wrong in his features. A small frame, fair
complexion and a balding forehead would about sum up the general impression. He also comes to office neatly
clad in a sober suit or pants and bush shirt like other officers. His gestures, manner of speech and modes of
laughter do not reveal any oddity either. On the whole I found nothing in him that is apt to tickle you in your idle
moments—excepting the certain weakness of an emotion that refuses to stay under cover, his love of God.
He hardly talks about himself. But I wanted to take advantage of his good nature and get at the roots of his
extraordinary godliness. Most people in this world are on the side of God, but I have rarely across such a
specimen of love for that invisible and unknown person. Those in whom I have noticed the aberration are
proclaimed saints and sadhus, or the illiterate non-beings of the countryside. They belong to alien worlds, not
inhabited by sane intelligent men like me and Abhiram Babu.
So once I pounced on him. We were standing somewhere in the Chowringhee maidan on a July afternoon. The
problem calling for our urgent attention was to find a tram bound homeward which would allow us a reasonable
foothold. Abhiram Babu was looking anxiously at the dark clouds.
“What is the image of your God?” I asked him.
The suddenness took him unawares and he stared at me. I reframed the question for his benefit:
“I mean, what is the image in which you happen to see Him? Father, mother, friend, child, wife, mistress or
any other?”
He ignored the sarcasm, and answered me like giving a piece of information in his usual level tone:
“I do not see God. I feel Him.”
A tram not overcrowded on the footboard stopped near us at this moment, and we rushed to get inside, among
others. We were able to plant our feet somehow on the available space and were trying to keep steady with one
hand clutching at the railing and the other clinging to the briefcase. Abhiram Babu found it possible to conclude
his statement in this situation:
“You know what 1 meant by feeling Him? I gather myself completely. It seems I do not have any wants, not
any more.”
The conductor came jostling among the passengers to ask for the fare. I managed to bring out the coins with
painful contortions and handed over the fare for both of us. Whereas I noticed my companion holding his ground
in an immobile posture, unmindful of the conductor. And then he laughed for no reason and said:
“I remember a funny incident. Once I had closed my eyes at prayers. When I opened them I found that my
daughter Indu, sitting by my side, had also kept her eyes closed. She opened her eyes in a moment and smiled at
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me with her two upper teeth. That is all. As if we had got hold of some hidden treasure between ourselves. None
else was supposed to know about it.”
He laughed again and added:
“She is a naughty one! Teases me all the time—but she loves me too much.”
Shortly he came to realize that he had not paid for his tram fare and had indulged in unnecessary talk about
himself. He offered the fare with apologies and fell into a long silence.
I told him inwardly—your philosophy wears the mystic veil of words and ignorance. Never mind. I can see
how you love your daughter. She is no God, but warm and living and real. I longed to meet the naughty little girl
with a revealing pair of teeth.
Her name was Chandrika. About ten years of age. The two upper teeth refusing to close were indeed cute. The
nose was tilted upwards with the hint of a button and the nostrils were definite. The thick hair was well and truly
groomed in oil and turned back severely—as with village girls—to form a broad pigtail decked in red ribbon and
a marigold. She and my son came to be friends at first sight. So much so, my son could dare to snatch the flower
in her pigtail after a few minutes, and Indu ran after him in a fascinating mix of laughter and tears.
Abhiram Babu had visited us with family and we were both enjoying the scene.
“Why do you call her Indu?” I asked him. “Her name is Chandrika, no?”
He must have been asked this question by many. For he appeared to settle himself nicely for the luxury of
telling a twice-told yet vastly interesting tale.
“You know what happened—she had a round face and plump cheeks from the very beginning. So I and her
mother decided that she must have something to do with the moon. She chose the name Chandrika and I preferred
Indumati.”
The story was briefly stated. But he sought to give it the dimensions of an instructive episode, what with his
enthusiasm and zest for detail.
Very soon we came round to talk about other matters. Abhiram Babu was back to his normal self—a peaceloving man of few words who finds everything basically good in the world. There is nothing particularly wrong
with the policies of Government. However, the people have a reasonable cause for grievance. It is all a question of
methods and procedure and will be sorted out in the near future. So-and-so is not really a bad person, one has to
take into account the circumstances.
Muted comments, mild disclaimers and an invocation to peace.
Dash it! Does not this man feel intensely about anything? Doesn’t he suffer? Should he not be made to suffer
like you and me, so that he can understand the facts of life?
The moment passed and I felt ashamed. He is a real god-man, I told myself, and hence genuinely foolish.
Meanwhile the children were carrying on with their endless games. Sometimes my son joined Indu in building
a doll-house of stones and sand, forgetting that it was a girlish affair. And sometimes they were seen kicking and
tossing the ball around, like nobody’s business. The big rubber ball seemed to hold a particular attraction for Indu,
for she was giving it a mighty kick now and then, and shouting: “G-o-a-l!”
The play gave over in a finale of thunder and lightning. The ball driven powerfully by Indu hit my son on the
nose and he burst out laughing. My son avenged the insult by eliminating her doll-house. In the result, both came
running to their parents, flushed with anger, asking for instant redress.
Well, well. We tried to defuse the situation by petting and patting and vague promises for the future. But they
wanted results here and now. Abhiram Babu looked at his watch, and it seemed that the best way out of the
impasse was to call it a day.
Then we heard the sing-song call to temptation:
The little boy will play
Oh my little girl will play
The little boy …

to the accompaniment of music of sorts from the toys and dolls.
My son pricked his ears. His eyes shone in anticipation.
The toy-man! He was a familiar figure in our neighborhood, but had not been much of a success with this
boy’s father. I had been able to keep him away from the noisy trinkets—these are the cheap ones, girlish stuff, etc.
But now he seemed to be in hope, looking avidly back and forth. Today you have your little boy as also the little
girl. Will you still say no? Will you?
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He would scarcely wait for the signal. He rushed out to greet the toy-man, with Indu in tow. The angry
moments were forgotten.
“Like the horse? Look how he swings his tail.”
“No, I will take that bird, the one with the red beak.”
“How about the frog?”
“Ugh!”
The desired birds and animals were soon acquired. The bizarre sound of the music mingled with joyous
laughter. Son and daughter, the little boy and the little girl were equally happy.
“When are you coming again?” I asked Indu when they were about to leave.
“Let him come first,” said the lady affecting a solemn tone. The young man nodded assent. The agreement was
sealed by a generous, rather ungainly, grin on both sides.
They have not met each other since that day. I was meeting Abhiram Babu fairly often. But I could not visit
him with family. To start with, a certain laziness. Then they left for their village-home on a vacation for two
months. About a fortnight before the vacation was due to expire there was a telephone call—the soft slow
syllables of our friend:
“Namaskar. We have come back.”
After a brief exchange of pleasantries he said almost casually that Indu was not keeping fit and that was why
they had to shorten their stay in the village.
I went directly to his place from my office, that evening, Abhiram Babu was effusive in his welcome and
treated me to the special sweets brought from home. I looked for Indu. Abhiram Babu said that she was in bed
with a slight fever. His wife added that she was having some peculiar illness, she was merely nibbling at her food
and was getting thinner day by day. Abhiram Babu sought to tone down her concern by mildly negative gestures,
as if it was not quite proper to impose the obligation of sympathy on another person.
I did not quite like his attitude of otherness. Was not Indu a daughter to me? I said I would like to see her.
Indu was sleeping. I found she had really gone thin. I moved my palm caressingly around her forehead and
offered the assurance that she would get well very soon.
But there were no signs of her getting well. The fever did not subside. The city doctor was confirmed in his
diagnosis that it was typhoid. He also said that several complications had set in, but there was no cause for
anxiety.
Yet there was no noticeable change in the behavior of Abhiram Babu. He was coming to the office regularly,
was having lunch in the canteen, was talking inoffensive politics and was getting lost unpredictably in
meditations. Once I even saw him offer his naïve smile to the sick child, when her mother tried to conceal her
tears. The moon-faced Indu—her cheeks were still fairly round even as the body had shrunk to a bare skeleton—
answered him in the same token. As if they were playing the old game of communing with each other after
prayers. We know the score, you and me. Mother would not know—poor thing!
Strange, how they seek to relate in sadness. The scene called for abundant sympathy. More abundant than
acute, for the sadness seemed to be so out of the world, almost inhuman, a bare idea of the limitless blue and the
deep where the bubbles say hello to each other.
I did not like it. I looked for the sorrowing mother, she was my kind. I consoled her as best as I could. I said
the doctor was banking on fifty per cent hope and we could provide the balance with our prayers. I hastened to
add that I was not referring to God. By prayers I meant the outpouring of emotions, the fear and fervent wish and
all, for the one we love—does it not amount to something?
Suddenly my son changed the scenario. He caught fever. Two days later his body was full of sores. The doctor
pronounced without a moment’s hesitation that it was smallpox, which was raging like wild fire in the city.
I must say I felt somewhat exalted when I passed on the news to Abhiram Babu. I have also been touched by
tragedy. Let me have the appropriate awe and respect from you all. I begged to be excused for not being in a
position to visit him for sometime more, and asked him not to come to my place so as to avoid infection.
But in a few days his condition became critical. I swept aside the beguiling veil of tragedy and felt the raw
pain. The pain of the living body. The thousand angry sores, they were torturing him with needles and red-hot
metal. He was crying, my son. I tried to comfort him in the manner of Abhiram Babu. I tried to console his
mother. But I could not control my own restlessness. I wanted to create or destroy something, so that I could
gather a sense of power, and spread it like anodyne on his face.
Once I saw the shadow of death in his eyes. No use asking the doctor. He would only nod his head like a
know-all and say—wait, let us see. That evening I could not bear the sight of that lighted room, laden with
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numerous bottles of medicine, the unceasing tears of his mother, the many orange peels and pomegranate seeds,
and the pungent odor of the neem leaves. The excessive exercise to extend life seemed like a cruel joke. Why
suffer him to live if he has to die? And why keep him in death if he means to live? Why this prolonged agony of
the seconds and minutes?
I wanted to be left alone and went to the room-top. I surveyed the bright millions in the sky. Down below I observed my fellow-men. Somebody is searching his garage with a flashlight for a precious piece of property.
Precious indeed! He does not know a thing about my son nor does he care. Somewhere a glass window reveals the
enjoyment of an evening, food and drink and company. Two men of burden are dragging on and on with a loaded
cart. The sentry at the gate of the Police Barracks is counting stars.
Prayers? Does it have to come to prayers at last? Am I one of those intellectual weaklings, who demolish God
by logic of words and yet run for help to our father at the sight of a ghost? I did not yield to temptation. I did not
pray. I remembered Abhiram Babu. Indu and Abhiram Babu. He does not suffer like me for he is safe in the
cocoon of a lie.
And then it came upon me that one of them will die.
One of them will die so that the other may live.
How do you smother a wish that overtakes you? How do you deny the passage of a shooting star? It is
inconceivable that I bore him any malice or that I did not love Indu like my own daughter. Yet, I wished and
believed that my son will recover. Indu will die. It will not hurt Abhiram Babu, for he is a man of God. That is
how it should be.
The men behind the glass window laughed a little too loudly, and all those men in view in houses and streets
seemed to move at a faster pace. At a faster pace and together. Even the racing cars and the sentry standing at his
post appeared to be bound together in purpose and movement—like performers in a grand opera. Only I was not
there.
I was the outsider.
Godless.
I went down the steps in a scare. I sat beside my son on the sick-bed. His mother looked at me with tired eyes
and asked:
“Where had you been? There was a telephone call just now. Abhiram Babu.”
“What did he say?”
My fear and anxiety did not reach her. She intoned listlessly:
“He enquired about our son and said that Indu has again taken a turn for the worse.”
There is hardly anything more to say. I could not go to see Indu on her last day. My wife was there. She told
me that nobody knows if Abhiram Babu wept for his daughter. For he shut himself inside a room for hours and
was looking normal, with no trace of tears on his face, when he came out.
This is what I had imagined. I have no cause for remorse.
But do they mean to say that my sorrow is a mere luxury of the aftermath? The pretence of not being able to
heave the sigh of relief? That man will pass by my lane any time now. Or he may not. But I hear him toll the bell
constantly, unreasonably, in my waking hours:
The little boy will play.
Oh my little girl will play …

I shall not buy anything from him, ever.
1925
33.126 Dudala Salamma Of Quila\fn{by Dudala Salamma (c.1925- )} Qilashapur, Warangal District, Andra
Pradesh, India (F) 4
The authors describe the meeting with Dudala Salamma in Quila Shapur, a place often mentioned in tales told
of the Telangana days, as follows:
“It was noon when we arrived there. We went to the fields looking for her and finally saw her standing, hands
resting on her hips, near her son’s well. We sat there together under a tree, talking until it grew dark.”
*
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I have made so many petitions. So many applications. Even to Indira Gandhi. But they didn’t send me the
money. Where have the papers gone? Where have they thrown them?
Two years before the Razakars, my husband passed away; my children were that small. I was there right from
the time of the Razakars but not a pie have they sent me. Whoever promised to help, I gave them money. I have
become this old and I tell you, I walk with a stick. Why did you all come this far? I know—there are so many (of
those who fought) in this district. Who got any money?
There is so much to tell—my story: a house, courtyard and all. They looted—looted it all. I had a cot with
headboard, woven with cloth tape and a large bed[roll] on it. It was a nice, decent house. I fed the communists and
they said, “You fed them, tell us where they are,” and tortured me. They hung me up with ropes under my arms,
sprinkled water on the ropes and put a spiked board full of nails under me. My feet were split into bits (crying). I
was in bad shape. They tortured me so much.
I have one daughter. I got her married to a man from Secunderabad. One son of mine is in Bellampalli. He
works in a coal mine. He has three sons and two daughters. He looks after his children. My limbs have been
broken and cast in a heap—who will look after me? My younger son is also here. They live their own lives. They
find it difficult to make ends meet. If I tell them to look after me, they will say:
“Who asked you to go? Why did you go? What did you get out of it?”
He died two years before the Razakars. Did I have this much knowledge then? I had just these two sons when
the father died. Yadgiri is the younger one. So when they tortured me I felt that rather than suffer this repression
here it would be better to go away with the squads. I left one boy in my mother’s house. My mother’s village is
Madaram. Anyway, people will say what they will! One should work in the Sangham\fn{Collective/organization} and
die. One should be born to live with strength, the strength of our shoulders.
How did my wisdom grow out of all this? Do you know how cruel Congress’s wickedness can be? Naked as
the noonday sun! I kept saving my life from these troubles, escaping them—do you hear? I was caught because I
fed them. My mother was here. There was a mustedar\fn{Tax collector} called Eddarti Yeraiah. He caught me and
said that I should show him where Gujjula Yeraiah and the other communists were. I had sent them all some food.
I can’t remember the names of the others. This is the result—just look at me now.
You ask why did I feed them? Why have you come here to see me? Why do you roam about, for the Sangham
or for women? I too wanted to do the same thing. At least you can read a few letters, but me, I used to graze
buffaloes. I lived in the strength and faith that a communist survives on the strength of the shoulder. The struggle
for gruel and water—I lived in such strength and power for it. I leaped five feet with Baddam Ella Reddy. Baddam
Ella Reddy, Nalla Narasimhulu, Ananthapuram Macherla Yadagiri, Seelam Sarvaiah, Cheetakonduru Rami Reddy,
Mukunda Reddy, Siddenki Narasimha Reddy, they were all there. Not one leader had a single complaint to make
about me. I roamed about, traveling for the Party. I served it. If you ask what did you do—it will be there in the
sufferings of those days. As far as I knew I helped the poor. But I couldn’t do anything good. I helped. Where will
these brigands let us eat? So I fed them all. I moved with them like a member of the squad. But they had looted
my house too.
It would have been a barren life. It was only because I walked along righteous paths that I was able to come
back to this village.
My mother-in-law and father-in-law were also beaten to a pulp. My brother, he died because of me, didn’t he?
He was taken to Nizamabad jail, my brother. Why are you doing this to my sister? They took him away saying he
was a pukka communist fellow. He died of their blows. His record was all covered up in Jangaon—they didn’t let
it come out. He was called Madaram Balle Ramalingam. Even the people there will tell you. So many sufferings
in the story of those days!
Where did I roam in those days? Which villages did I go to? How many years have gone? What can I say now?
Akkirajupalli, Bairampalli, Goparajupalli, Madduru, Salakapuram, Pothareddipalle, Bachonnapeta, Siddonki,
Ammapuram—may these villages prosper! I roamed all the boundaries here. They fly like hawks, don’t they? I
was in the squads. My life became good for nothing. Unable to see my suffering they took me away with them.
“Why suffer this torture here, why not go off to our Sanghams?” they said.
I felt the same and went off with our people. Guilula Yeraiah and I went from Shapuram. I was the only
woman who went. We are toddy-tappers. I—Salamma. The sound of Salamma was like the roar of a lion. I fought
like that—but not a pie has been sanctioned to me so far. I fought in this movement and collapsed. That’s all that
counts. Nothing else. Not a cow in the herd, not a rupee in my waistcloth, not even a copper chain on my neck.
Look at my life. Look at these hard-working hands. I fall on this land and cry.
Our squad had big leaders. Nalla Narasimhulu, Baddam Ella Reddy, Pittala Narayana, Perumandla Yadagiri
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and others. They beat me up in this Keshav Rao’s mansion. He knew English it seems—no Telugu. He did not
know our tongue. He threatened that if we did not show them where the Sangham people were, they would put
lizards into their underpants. I could understand a little. He’s talking like this. What do I say … all these lizards, I
kept repeating to myself … lizard … I understood. If they try and grab your head we should be prepared to catch
them by the groin. What is it now? As for me I was so good-looking then. I—in my youth—fit to jump four yards!
I had two children then. My household was a fine one, full of pots and pans and cots. So many kinds of things. I
had so much hair—such a huge knot.
The day they caught me—my child wanted to ease himself. The whole place was surrounded by hundreds of
military police—it was about ten or eleven in the night. A thousand people from the village can swear to it. We
came to know we were surrounded. The children were small—such tiny eggs. I was lying on the cot, a pillow
under my head. The boy and I. I had covered him with a sheet. There was no electricity then. All the women, brass
pots in hand, going out in the dark to ease themselves, were whispering loudly:
“She is going to be arrested; she fed the communists.”
So I left with the clothes I was wearing. Where did my pots go? And where did my household go? I thought if I
fall into the hands of the military it would be like going to hell. My sons will be harassed. At least going into the
struggle would give me a name. After being called a communist, I had to go into the forests. I made up my mind
—my boy, under one arm, the pot in the other, as if to ease myself. I left the doors wide open. Over there was a
madiga\fn{Leather worker’s community} house—that far. The child in one hand and a pot in the other—I was
marching along. Here there was a medara\fn{Basket weaver’s community} house. I threw the pot into that house. I
jumped over the wall there. There was a fellow called Srisailam. He is still alive. He swore he would shave off his
moustache if he couldn’t hand me over. Oh son, you are not going to catch me, I thought. I jumped across the wall
and hid in the niche where the cow dung cakes lay. I sat there, crouching. The madiga family there was a man and
wife—extremely poor. They covered me with cow dung cakes. I let down my hair and covered my face with it. I
was wearing a good sari—so she took it off and stuffed it in one of the pots used for mixing cow dung with water
and gave me an old worn sari to wear. I tied it round my waist. Even if I tell you these troubles, you can’t see or
feel them. I sat after it was dark until it was almost five.
Then at about six they said, “We can’t catch this bitch,” and left, leaving behind a couple of policemen to
guard the place. In the evening again Razakars came. I was hiding in the maize field. After dark they posted some
more men to watch. They said:
“How can she go out—she is still hiding here in the madiga houses. We must pour some petrol and set fire to
them.”
There was one madiga there, he’s dead and gone—Jangirigani Lingaiah. He said:
“If you set fire to this—we’ll go. That whore is not in this house.”
Then he started abusing me aloud. He said:
“That bitch is not here, not in this house or even this village”—and all the time I was hiding in his very house.
Do you hear?
Well, I crept out of that house secretly. I got to the well there. When I got to the well I got a message from
Nalla Narasimhulu. They heard that I was caught and shot dead. Then the squad came with machine guns and
what not and I left with them. Fifteen days after I left with them, the attack on Bairampalli took place. To tell you
all this—all this detail—it is just at the tip of my tongue. I have survived to tell you all this—you hold the pen—it
all comes from my stomach. What is the use of your holding the pen?—my courage stands tall.
Although I suffered all these troubles—I never abused anyone or hit anyone. I walked only on the righteous
path. There was one Duddenki Yeraiah. His wife Satyamma said that I had her husband killed—by the
communists. Saying this she accused me before the people. I was in the squad. I didn’t hold a gun—after all I was
a woman. It was all this work that one had in the squad. The work of the Sangham; meet this one, meet those
there, tell them how to do this work, what to do with the land, to give the land to the poor, [asking], “Why do you
need ten acres of land, give this poor thing two acres of your land,” and so on.
We went against the saukars.\fn{Traders and money-lenders}
I wandered with the child on my hip. There were so many with us. They all carried him. After all we were
comrades. The Party means togetherness! All of us would go about together. Each would do their own cooking.
When we were there in some forest or hill, someone would cook and give us some food. Our folk ran like calves.
Where did I cook? Oh fuck! Cooking—no I never cooked. I wore a dhoti like a man, wore a shirt (to cover my
tattoos on my arms) and shorts, bound a kerchief around my head. I was disguised as a man. One should serve the
people. One marks the day one is born and the day one is dead … we make rituals … but forget in a few days …
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but to us communism is for several lives. It is like a low fever that never leaves you. It was out of such desire that
I entered the forest.
We’d all sleep there together in the forest covering ourselves with a blanket. No, I was never afraid. After all,
weren’t they all there—our folk? We had some understanding. Even if they split our tongues—we never said that
our people were here or there. We observed certain restrictions so that no one would get caught. We couldn’t tell
—we wouldn’t. Twelve whole months I was in the forest.
Then what happened was—I told you, didn’t I, that Madaram was my mother’s village? My brother had toddy
trees. You remember Duddenki Yeraiah, he told my brother—“Ramalingam, I’ll give you Rs. 500, you just fetch
your sister and her children.” He dinned this idea into him. Then he said:
“She has children, where will she live in the forest, go and fetch her.”
And he sent him.
My brother walked for a whole month, suffered many troubles and came to me. Here there was a village called
Pachapuram. I said to the squad:
“Now how is this?”
Then he said, “I will give my life for yours. You have sons like Rama and Lakshmana. I’ll set you up in your
house. You stay in your own house. Your brothers have some land to cultivate. For your expenses and for your
children’s support—I’ll send money. How long will you live in the forest like this (crying)? You must come home
definitely.”
But the squad did not agree. They said:
“How can that be?”
But I said I’d go. It was two years since I had seen my son. I gave up everything (crying). Let my life go if it
must. I gained nothing with this wisdom. A handful of food and cloth—that was all after all. And so I returned.
My sister-in-law was making rotis. She gave me a roti as I sat there. I washed my hands and feet, put aside my
blanket and bag. I had a half roti in my hand and I was still eating it.
One does not know how long they were watching. The police surrounded us. There is a mango tree here, a
toddy palm there. I was near my people’s house. They pushed my hands back and tied them to a tree. They tied
me with ropes. They used some fiber rope and bound my feet as if they were anklets. They sprinkled water so that
the knots would get tighter. My brothers, their wives, the children, and my mother and father, they were all there.
There were scores of people. My brother was upset. He said:
“Why did I coax her to come needlessly and do her this harm?”
Then there were the lashes with the whip. They were so thick—woven stiff by the madigas in the village.
Every time the whip was swung, it would go round me thrice. There were so many lashes … then they brought me
to the landlord’s mansion. There were nearly 300 of them—Sikh police and Mussourie police. I was caught by
these fellows who came from Mussourie—damn them. I do not know how long back it was. The one they called
the Havaldar Sahib. He tied me to a pole. If he hit me the blows would fall really deep, leaving welts on the hands
I held lifted up to prevent the blows. There were grooves on my hands. The blood spurted all over the room. This
boy was only this high. He kept shrieking aloud. The whole household reverberated with his cries.
Then a man came wearing a dhoti. He filled my wounds with coal—you know, the coal used in the railways,
not soft charcoal. And he bound them up with a piece of cloth he tore from his dhoti to stop the bleeding. Look at
these scars—how yellow they are—all that coal is there in these. How many tortures they put me to! I was kept in
that house for three months. This same Keshav Rao’s mansion.
Then my brothers, my sister, my cousins, all together signed a bond that they were willing to go to jail if I
disappeared and I was allowed to go. Then I came to this house. I brought some pounded rice and fetched both the
boys and came here. We stayed here.
Then this Duddenki Yeraiah was killed. Who knows who killed him or why? His wife said that I, Salamma,
had ruined her home—her name was Duddenki Satyamma.
“Catch that whore and bring her,” they said.
By sunrise the military was taking me away. They brought his body there. They cast it before the mansion and
said to me:
“You whore! You got him killed, this old man who is dead. We will put you also on a bier. I’ll put my husband
on one side and you on the other …”
All this suffering because of her. I just kept quiet.
Then, after all this, I was at home. I carried liquor bottles from Jangaon. I pounded paddy. I didn’t sit still. I
worked for wages. The children were tiny after all. I put the older one through school till the 7 th. There is a chap
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called Ramayya here. I put both my sons to work with him grinding herbs for medicines. They earned a pot of
millets as wages those days (crying). I really suffered in those days. I did not go to the Party and earn money.
And after all this, who do I tell my story to? Look how wonderful I am now—I can’t even get up when I want
to. I am at God’s mercy.
I don’t tell anyone my story—not to my daughters-in-law, not to any human being.
70.59 Excerpt from Tivolem: “Senhor Eusebio Builds His Dream House”\fn{by Victor Rangel-Ribeiro (1925- )}
Goa State, India (M) 3
Eusebio Pinto, a man of modest beginnings, but now Euseb baab to his social inferiors and Senhor Eusebio to
his peers, had gone to the Persian Gulf at the end of the Great War in 1918, having heard that the Turks had been
ousted and great things would be afoot. Then aged forty, he had wound up accepting a position as a low-salaried
clerk with a British oil company prospecting in Mesopotamia, but the word that his fond mother spread around
Tivolem was that he was there because the feringhee had sent for him. From his modest paycheck he unfailingly
sent his aging parents a monthly stipend, intending they should spend it on their food or other essentials. Instead,
his mother bought a candle a day, which she burnt at the altar of St. Cornelius, imploring his blessings on her son.
Her prayers bore fruit: Eusebio’s diligence earned him promotions, though not large salary increases; however,
as he had found no place in which to spend his earnings, and had absolutely no vices, his savings mounted. When
his parents died, he transferred to his now substantial bank balance both his attention and his affections. He retired
and returned to his native village thirteen years after he had left it, saw the tiny house he had been born in, and,
shrewd manager that he was, looked for land he could acquire.
The search did not take long. A great stretch of the village, running alongside the nullah, belonged to Dona
Esmeralda. Her tenants included Forttu the tavern keeper, he who sold not only choice coconut-palm liquor but
also Johnny Walker Scotch (“Still going strong,” as a faded sign proclaimed); the shopkeeper Atmaram and his
family; Mottu the postman, his wife Annabel, and their son, Little Arnold; Govind the carpenter, his wife Amita,
and their five small children; and Kashinath the barber, with his wife and children. Dona Esmeralda had been their
landlady since the 1890s, as her family had been for generations before that; with the Great Depression, however,
the old widow had fallen on hard times, and it did not help that, like their ancestors before them, her tenants paid
no rent, but gave payment in kind—in produce, and in services.
Senhor Eusebio needed an intermediary, and paid a call on Senhor Eduardo and Dona Elena. He was met at the
door by the maid.
“The master’s not in,” she said immediately, standing squarely in the doorway.
“Actually,” he said, embarrassed, “I’m sorry to have missed him, but I’ve come to talk to your bai.”
Reluctantly she ushered him into the vast living room, inviting him to sit while she went to fetch her mistress.
Hat in hand, he sat somewhat nervously on the edge of a heavily carved chair. His childhood home, too, had
had old chairs that his parents had prized, but the one he was sitting on was a precious antique, made of the finest
ebony, and, like the rest of the furniture here, a couple of centuries old at least; he was not sure how it would hold
up under his weight. A large crystal chandelier that hung in the center was used, he gathered, on rare social
occasions, as were the sconces high on each wall, light being usually provided by the ornate oil lamps that were
placed around the room. Six tall windows overlooked the garden; from the facing wall the portraits of bearded
ancestors glowered down at him with fierce intensity. He had seen those same types of portraits in other homes—
even the women seemed grim. That was the generation Dona Esmeralda belonged to; he hoped Dona Elena,
whom he knew but slightly from meeting her casually at church and on the street, would be more accommodating.
He found her to be pleasantly sociable. She apologized for her husband’s absence. She remembered both of
Senhor Eusebio’s parents, though they had lived on the other side of the village and had been dead some years.
She asked him about his years in the Gulf. And she offered him tea in elegant diminutive china cups, and raisin
cake on exquisite dishes.
He had to wade through minutes of small talk before she allowed a moment of silence to develop. She was
sitting upright in her chair, cup in hand, waiting for him to speak. He decided to come right to the point.
“I’d like to build myself a bigger house,” he said, “and I need land.”
“That could be a problem. The village is heavily built up, and all land around here is already owned.”
“I realize that. People will not easily part with what they hold.”
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“There are sentimental attachments that develop,” Dona Elena said. “And reluctances. Status—you’ll understand … it’s not like selling off a bit of furniture, though heaven knows that too can sometimes be traumatic. But
there are roots, and memories. Quite aside from which, none of our properties are up for sale.”
“Your land is working for you, and that’s not the land I'm after,” he said. “But your friend Dona Esmeralda has
the largest tracts around here. Perhaps on my behalf you could ask if she’s willing to sell.”
“Dona Esmeralda is more attached to her land than I am to mine,” Dona Elena said. “Besides, she is deeply
involved in the lives of her tenants, and they in hers.”
“With all the respect due Dona Esmeralda, the times are hard,” he said. “The Great Depression, it has not
treated people kindly. Me, I’ve been fortunate; I had nothing, and went where the oil was. I saved up some money.
She on the other hand is in dire straits; that’s common knowledge, but she need not know that I know. Sooner or
later she’ll have to sell. In telling her I’m interested, you’ll be doing your old friend a favor. Look, I’ve looked
into the land; I’ll pay five thousand rupees for it. That’s a fair price, and in these times, it’s quite a lot of money.”
As Dona Elena had foreseen, Dona Esmeralda’s initial reluctance to sell ancestral lands to a nouveau riche was
compounded by concerns for her tenants and fears for the future.
“My son, I’m thinking of my son,” Dona Esmeralda said.
“Of course,” Dona Elena said.
“Artistic, but shiftless. No, don’t protest,” Dona Esmeralda said, as her visitor made a move to interrupt her,
“the whole world knows it is so. Barnabe has a wife and child, has been married ten years, lives in Goregao, is
almost fifty years old, and still he comes to me for money. You’ve seen his business—antiques and clutter, that’s
what I call it. Nobody buys the stuff he has. Without land to fall back on, what will he do when I’m gone?”
“You still have vast properties in Aicona,” Dona Elena said.
“But that’s a far-off village.”
“May be so, but the land there is valuable. More valuable than the parcels you have here.”
“If only Romualdo were here!” Dona Esmeralda cried. “What a mess! What a mess! You have your Eduardo,
but I? Why do our men die and leave us with a mess?”
“You need time to think,” Dona Elena said, embracing her old friend and comforting her. “I’ll come back
tomorrow.”
When they met again, Dona Esmeralda was visibly perturbed.
“Word has gotten around. My tenants are greatly distressed.”
“That’s understandable. Over the years you have been more than generous with them.”
“No more than Romualdo would have been. Or his parents and grandparents before him. But the truth is, they
can’t hold on to me forever.”
“Fortunately, most of them have grown children.”
“Except for Govind and Amita. Of their five children, the oldest is just six years old. And all those goats!
Govind and Amita depend on me for everything. They came to see me yesterday, bringing their little ones,
pleading that the land that they were on not be sold. Govind fell at my feet. ‘You are my father and my mother,’ he
said. ‘Do not abandon us.’ The children began crying. What am I to do? Eusebio’s right—I need the money, and if
I don’t get it today I’ll need twice as much tomorrow. But those children! I hugged them, and they cried and clung
to me, not knowing why they were crying. On this I am adamant—I will sell Eusebio the rest of the land, but not
Govind’s patch. No. Those children … Never.”
Senhor Eusebio was upset.
“I’m from this village, too,” he said to Dona Elena. “I feel for the people here. What makes her think I’ll be
rough with her tenants? Does she think I’m an ogre? That makes me angry.”
“But do you see her point?” Dona Elena countered. “She has known their parents and their grandparents; has
celebrated their weddings, rejoiced at their births, mourned at their funeral pyres. She has been their protectress
and their benefactress for longer than you and I have lived.”
He would not be mollified.
“And probably spoils them rotten, while they rob her blind. If I can’t have Govind’s plot, I must reduce my
offer. Or withdraw it completely.”
“And then you won’t have your house. The five thousand you offered, and she gets to keep Govind’s plot.”
“You are tough as an Arab sheikh,” he said.
“And alas! not quite as unctuous.”
“Tell the old bat I agree to her terms,” he said. “She can keep her Govind, her Amita, and all the kids, both two
and four-footed.”
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† Se Cathedral de Santa Caterina (completed in 1619), Velha Goa, North Goa District, Goa State, India †
The deal concluded, on an extended idle lot he set about building himself the second largest house in the
village, as large arguably as Dona Elena’s, though neither as large nor as grand as Dona Esmeralda’s, and, as all
could see, not quite as elegant. Her house, after all, was three hundred years old; people knew how to build houses
in those days, as she once remarked to a visitor, the gossip Josephine Aunty, under rather extreme provocation.
Senhor Eusebio knew just the kind of house he wanted. Not for him the sloping roofs with interlocking rows of
curved mud-brown tiles found in every village in Goa; those tiles tended to break if any hard object fell on them;
but even if they didn’t, they had to be removed and reset each year, since they shifted with the action of the wind
and the sun and the rain. Besides, he wanted a house that would be unique—made not just out of red laterite rock
but with outer walls made of poured cement concrete, a flat roof to match, and a terrace on top that would be open
to the skies.
Tivolem had not seen so much activity in decades. The laborers worked in long lines, the men picking up the
large red rectangular stones as the lorries brought them in from the quarry to the mouth of the narrow lane, then
carrying them on their heads to the worksite; the women carrying sometimes stones, sometimes mortar,
sometimes sand, but more often two large gleaming copper potfuls of water, one on the head and one at the hip,
for the mixing of the concrete. Like so many busy and conscientious insects, they then retraced their steps,
picking up yet other burdens to deliver.
People came from as far as Vasco in the south and Pernem in the north to gawk at the work in progress.
Reaction in Tivolem itself was mixed. Forttu rejoiced in that, after a hard day’s work, most of the workers stopped
by his place for one or more shots of feni, even though the foreman and three others did not touch a drop of that
cashew liquor. Govind, too, rejoiced; since much lumber was needed, he found himself sawing and planing as
never before, and sang as he went about his work. His wife Amita was happy that the foreman and the three
teetotalers drank only goat’s milk. Kashinath, however, had cause to complain—none of the workers ever seemed
to want a haircut, though anyone could see they needed them badly. As for the design of the building itself,
Senhor Eusebio’s new tenants showered it with praise, but were inwardly concerned, wondering whether their
new landlord would take some of its cost out of their hide.
Other judgments were made on less subjective grounds. It was Dona Esmeralda’s habit to go on a ritual stroll
through the village, with her three black wirehaired terriers running ahead of her in single file, to receive
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obeisance from her former vassals. As the new house took shape, she was disturbed by the style of construction.
Yet she kept her own counsel, confiding only in Dona Elena when the latter paid her a courtesy visit and they both
sat down to tea:
“An ugly monstrosity—it does not belong. The man has much money but absolutely no taste.”
Dona Elena agreed.
“But there’s good and bad in everything,” she pointed out soothingly. “Let’s thank God for the money and
blame the bad taste on the devil.”
Dona Esmeralda was not amused. She was eve less amused when a bustling Josephine Aunty stopped, by soon
after Dona Elena had left, demanding an audience. After a proper wait, Dona Esmeralda met her on the balcony;
not everybody got to see the inside of her house.
Josephine Aunty wasted no time:
“Wonderful news, Senhor Eusebio is enlarging his plans. He now want the terrace on the roof to be large
enough so a band can fit in one corner.”
“A band!”
“Not a very big band. But he says he finds the village is much too quiet. Once in a while, he’d like to see some
dancing and revelry in the evenings.”
So shocked was Josephine Aunty by Don Esmeralda’s highly emotional reaction to this bulletin that she
reported the conversation verbatim to Senho Eusebio, adding a few turns of her own.
Senhor Eusebio was in a charitable mood.
“Let her be,” he said. “I’m not troubled by her criticism of my architectural plans. She should talk! Her roof
leaks.”
“He says your roof leaks,” Josephine Aunty reported to Dona Esmeralda, salvaging what mischief she could
out of the mild response. It was a damaging blow, because true. Come the monsoon rains, Dona Esmeralda’s roof
leaked not just in one place but in several. No sooner had a bucket been placed by a servant to catch the rainwater
dripping through at one spot, than other servants (she had three) had to scurry to place pots and pans where other
leaks had begun to sprout.
“I’m told the drumming of raindrops on various metals in her house is like a percussion concerto,” Senhor
Eusebio had added. This too Josephine Aunty had reported.
Dona Esmeralda stopped speaking to Senhor Eusebio, and Senhor Eusebio continued to provoke her by raising
his hat and bowing slightly each time she passed the construction site. Her dogs, sensing the mood, bared their
teeth and snarled at him. In time, she passed that way less and less often.
The house was completed in January of 1932, and Senhor Eusebio moved in immediately.
Josephine Aunty revisited Dona Esmeralda.
“New furniture in every room,” she reported happily.
“Couldn’t afford antiques?” Dona Esmeralda wanted to know, her eyebrows arching over the top of her
lorgnette.
“Now he’s added some,” Josephine Aunty came back to say a week later.
“Probably fakes,” Dona Esmeralda said. “One does not know antiques until one has lived with antiques all of
one’s life.”
“Dona Esmeralda should know, she has lived with herself all her life,” was Senhor Eusebio’s somewhat
ungallant reply.
Josephine Aunty, fearing for her own safety, still reported that sally.
“I do not trade personal insults,” Dona Esmeralda said, retreating to moral high ground.
But in time she got her revenge. In the monsoon that year, one of the most severe in memory, her roof leaked
water like a squeezed sponge, but Senhor Eusebio’s leaked worse still. The flat roof and open terrace acted as
giant receptacles where rainwater accumulated; it seeped through the ceiling, and ran in great streams down the
insides of the walls, continuing to come down into the house long after the squall itself had passed.
“If my house is a percussion concerto, his is a misplaced discord. It just doesn’t fit—and the worst is yet to
come!” Dona Esmeralda quipped when Josephine Aunty told her of the floods in the enemy camp.
Dona Esmeralda resumed her leisurely walks through the village, preceded by her feisty terriers. Senhor
Eusebio now did his best to avoid meeting her in public, but this became difficult, since each time they saw him
the dogs rushed furiously at him, barking their heads off.
She, however, remained the model of propriety, forcing him to acknowledge her presence by lifting her silverknobbed cane in salutation and nodding her head in a most gracious manner.
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62.54 It Has Dawned\fn{by Sivaraju Subbulakshmi (1925- )} Rajahmundry, East Godavari District, Andhra Pradesh,
India (F) 5
The surroundings are clothed in mist, like darkness draping a white sari around itself Mallikamba has not had
a wink of sleep in four days. It’s sunrise again. With unresolved thoughts, with a mind that has lost its edge,
drained of the strength to come to any decision, her heart is groaning with disgust. Two years have passed since
she married the master of the house, walking behind him with her wet parani-smeared feet, holding the edge of
his yellow dhoti. Nobody has experienced the pangs of hunger in this household.
Occasionally, fatigue is visible through the thin clothes of Bhupalarao, well past middle age. He remembers
what happened two years ago.
*
Though Mallikamba was not all that old, her body was well developed. Her youthfully plump, tall body, her
large eyes, her meek words from behind the screen—Bhupalarao had observed all these when he saw her for the
first time in a relative’s backyard.
His worldly-wise aunt had promptly conveyed what she thought she read in that glance to the mother of the
girl. The mother, who had forgotten her position for a while, rebuffed the proposal initially, but recovered from
the shock and eventually agreed. Though Bhupalarao outwardly said No, he convinced himself there was nothing
wrong in marrying again. His eldest son opposed the marriage and created a scene saying he would never again
step into his father’s house.
In a year’s time he had changed his mind and returned.
*
Mallikamba’s brother wrote a sad letter informing their mother was very ill. Mallikamba realized how long she
had cried reading the letter only when she came to her senses hearing Bhupalarao’s voice.
“What did you do with that money?” he was shouting. “Why did you require that money? My pedda koduku
says he has seen you taking it. Bring it back. Quick.”
His other children, seeing Bhupalarao shout at Mallikamba, watched her and, pretending complete innocence,
used it as an excellent opportunity to attack her.
“Nanna, see how innocent she looks! She must have done it to throw the blame on our annayya,” said
Subhadra, the younger daughter, egging him on.
By the time Bhupalarao’s anger subsided, Mallikamba had been drained of all energy.
In the night, stepping onto the verandah, she closes her eyes in the lap of darkness. Her mother’s image moves
in her mind. Amma’s sympathetic eyes are looking at her. Mallikamba can do little but feel sad thinking of her.
Mallikamba spends the day without eating anything, saddened by the thought that though there are so many
people in the house, nobody comes to look for her except the cook, who calls her at mealtimes.
Bhupalarao comes to the dimly lit verandah in search of Mallikamba. Seeing her lying motionless on the floor
he is contrite. He sits apart, not knowing how to console her. Moving close, he is unable to speak, and stops after
saying:
“Malli, your amma …”
She gets over her exhaustion, brought on by not having eaten anything, and picks up a new energy from
sorrow. She cries loudly, looking wildly in every direction. On hearing Bhupalarao say, “I have got the cart ready.
Will you go home?” she is reminded of her father. She takes Bhupalarao’s suggestion like a child whose anger has
cooled and gets ready to leave.
As the cart reaches the outskirts of her old town, the sun is setting behind the palms. The village looks sad, like
darkness sitting at the foot of the trees. She remembers having come to the village with her father at that very hour
when she was really young. The children who met them at the bodhi tree had screamed:
“Nanna’s here!” The happiness of the older people, the faces of the men walking up to the house with mirrored
lamps—all these scenes come up, one by one, in her memory.
Mallikamba is jolted back into the world by the cart driver’s question, “Amma, which way shall I turn?” and
she tells him briefly that he has to cross the bridge.
She hears the dry cries of her elder sister who must have heard the cart stop. In no state to go in, she collapses
on the steps and tries to contain her sorrow. The neighbors gather around to console her. While some express
displeasure and say that had she helped in time, her mother would have survived, some console her saying:
“It’s an illusion. Who can prevent what is bound to happen? Things happen and days go by. Happy or sad
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things happen in rich homes in a particular way and in this place, like an oil-fed torch, slowly burning out.
Akkayya has no problems. She is comfortably placed. Wasn’t it after her marriage that Nanna became
bedridden? When her mother was alive, Mallikamba’s sister had not visited her. But now she is acting so sad. Not
only had she not attended Mallikamba’s marriage, but had also written saying that news about it need not be
conveyed to her. She recalls her mother speaking to herself once, that though their father had starved them, he had
at least given her sister some land. Another time she heard her mother say that they wouldn’t have been povertystricken had her father been alive.
Mallikamba remembers all these things.
She is pained to see her younger brother’s condition. If only her sister would take him with her. How she
wishes she had the freedom to do so in her house! She would have kept her brother in her house. But she is
reminded again of the day the money was lost and putting an end to all her thoughts goes towards the house to
meet her sister. Seeing her sister whisper to Ramayamma by the tulasi plant, Mallikamba stops at the end of the
lane, reluctant to speak to her. Ramayamma is listening to her sister with a stunned expression:
“Go and tell Nayudu what I tell you. Why do I need to come here if this is sold? Will the house here feed us
anyway? Am I not right?” says her sister as she undoes the clasps of her ornaments.
Mallikamba coughs and approaches slowly. Not knowing how to begin the conversation, she gazes at the roof.
“I’ve sent word to Nayudu to deduct whatever is to be paid to clear the loan against the house and calculate the
balance,” the elder sister blurts out to the younger one.
“If we sell even the house, where will Nagu stay?” Mallikamba says, wiping her eyes.
“Even if we retain the house, how will it feed him? Moreover, some more money is due to your baavagaru.”
When Mallikamba hears her sister speak this way, she feels as if hot winds are scorching her ears. Mallikamba
mumbles:
“I don’t remember Amma ever saying that they owed Baavagaru any money.”
“How does it matter if money is due to us or not? We haven’t taken anything. Don’t you know the house is in
Amma’s name and that Nanna used to say it will go to all three of us? Your baavagaru is insisting on that. Also,
our young boy has wasted a lot of money without his father’s knowledge. If I don’t put back that money, your
baavagaru will strangle me,” the elder sister goes on grumbling discontentedly.
“What do we lack? What if it is in Amma’s name? We shouldn’t be desperate for that money. Poor fellow,
who’ll give him anything!” Mallikamba expresses her concern.
“Because you have an old husband …” her sister is about to say, but bites her tongue, stops short and goes on:
“Your husband may be giving you whatever you need. Though I have a lot, your baavagaru doesn’t let me take
even a paisa. I have children. Why should I lose what I can get?”
The next morning her sister sends for Ramayya, and does what she has wanted to do all along, insists on
Mallikamba taking her share of five hundred rupees, says Nagu’s education costs nothing, puts a copper pot in her
basket—a token remembrance of her mother—cries loudly for the world to see, and gets into the cart!
Mallikamba’s sorrow doesn’t surface. But something keeps tormenting her from within. She sends for
Ramayya again and tells him he should take the responsibility of seeing that her share is made over to her brother,
and to ensure that he is educated.
The bells tied to the bullocks sent by Bhupalarao are jangling noisily outside the house. Unable to leave her
brother, and feeling emotionally spent, Mallikamba hands over everything to the darkness of the evening and gets
onto the cart This time she doesn’t feel like leaving the village. She convinces herself that after all Nagu is not a
small child, that things will be all right, and that perhaps what her sister did was correct. Nagu can go to college
with the money. Mother had stopped his education a year ago, unable to spend more money on him even though
he had passed his exams. Mallikamba is resigned to the fact that she has to depend on Ramayya to see that he is
educated.
Just as the east shakes off its lethargy by lessening the darkness, the bodies of men move about lithe as sages in
the breaking light of dawn. Mallikamba’s heart seems to lighten inexplicably. Her sorrow for her mother vanishes
into thin air, like water evaporating. But then she thinks of her brother who has been left alone. She recalls her
mother’s words. Poor thing! I wish human beings didn’t experience sorrow. To attain such knowledge one needs
to work hard, and is jolted back into the world.
The cart stops in front of her house. The bullocks shake their heads sounding their bells, looking sideways and
conveying their wish to be unyoked. Mallikamba goes into her house through the back door. A flight of parrots
quarrel, soar and perch again on the guava tree.
Papamma, her next door neighbor, comes over wiping her eyes and enquires across the broken wall between
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the houses about the death of Mallikamba’s mother. Mallikamba, sorrowful, her voice choked, cannot speak. She
moves closer to the wall and pours out her sorrow through gestures. Though the people at home are moving about,
no one speaks to her or acknowledges her presence. All of them are busy doing their own thing. It is late by the
time Bhupalarao comes home. His voice is heard from the street. Mallikamba doesn’t go to receive him. She can
hear him in the next room, asking his younger daughter:
“Has your pinni come?”
“It seems she has. But is she bothered about things at home? She spends her time standing near the wall
between the houses.”
“All right.”
The curtness in his voice discourages further conversation.
*
That day, the dark evening twilight is dull at their doorstep. Lamps are lit all over the house. People come to
fix up the marriage younger daughter. The older sister scolds the girl who is crying because she doesn’t want to
get married at all. On that day, exactly a year after the incident in Mallikamba’s life, kindness creeps into
Bhupalarao's heart. He is tired of people recounting the incident at home. He hands over the bunch of keys to
Mallikamba and asks her to take on the burden of managing the house.
*
Though the daughters, bitter about their father’s decision, go away to their mama’s house for a while, they
have no choice but to come back.
The older daughter’s demands increase beyond measure on the pretext of the younger sister’s marriage. To
make things easier, she brings home Bhadramma, a distant relative. On the pretext of orthodox practices,
Bhadramma ensures that nobody comes anywhere near the kitchen.
Bhadramma’s authority keeps increasing as the wedding day approaches—finding fault with Mallikamba for
everything, whispering to the children, complaining about Mallikamba and telling the visitors secretly about her
mismanagement of the house—Mallikamba hears all these but pretends not to.
The elder daughter is not able to tolerate the way Mallikamba ensures that the bunch of keys is always with
her, even as she goes about her other duties. When anyone asks Mallikamba if they could take out the vessel to
keep the sandalwood paste, or the perfume bottle, she replies that these have already been taken out, and quickly
moves away. When Bhadramma observes this, she comes up with a new plan.
“How can she exercise control over your amma’s money or your nanna’s wealth? I don’t understand all this.
Do as I advise you,” she goads them.
The marriage party is to leave the next morning. Everyone is running up and down. The verandah is bustling
with activity. Bhupalarao calls out to Mallikamba for the keys to the iron safe. Mallikamba pulls them out from
her waist and hurls them across. She steps into the room as the purohit shouts:
“Please call Bhupalarao.”
The elder daughter goes on complaining. Bhadramma swears. The elder son-in-law finds fault with everything.
Bhupalarao dusts the baskets and scolds his daughter while counting them.
“The purohit is calling.”
Hearing Mallikamba’s soft voice, everybody turns in her direction. Bhadramma signals with her eyes. The
elder daughter bursts into tears on cue. The elder son-in-law silences his wife: But Bhadramma starts to speak.
Unable to follow her, Bhupalarao looks at Mallikamba. He hears the commotion made by the purohit in the
pandal and goes there.
“She made the elder son-in-law lock the room,” Bhadramma alleges, drawing the elder daughter close and
consoling her. She has revealed just enough of the secret to all the visitors present for them to interpret it in their
own ways. “Have you heard of what’s happened?” is heard differently by different people, though they all know it
is Bhadramma’s making.
“Anyway, how does it concern you?” a distant relative asks Bhadramma.
“Isn’t it because she didn’t have enough to eat that she was eager to marry him, even though he had so many
children? I get wild when she behaves as though her self-respect has been injured when I say this. She doesn’t
even respond when she is spoken to—as though she has come from a royal household. Perhaps she is proud of the
fact that she is able to please an old man!”
Bhadramma’s hatred of Mallikamba is obvious.
“Whatever it is, I don’t understand what you get out of inciting the children. Oh the infamy! The blame would
have been on me if that girl had decamped with the money,” says the old relative, her eyes widening in surprise as
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she stares at Bhadramma.
“I don’t know what’s the matter,” says another woman who is a bit conservative, slumping on to the floor.
“Nothing new, nothing to be surprised. The girl opened the iron safe to take some of her amma’s things out.
The pinni came like Tataki, with the support of the nanna,” Bhadramma finishes speaking.
“It’s not just that, I believe. It seems they packed all the notes in the box. How much has she given you?” says
another gray-haired woman slyly, brushing her hair with her fingers.
“Ei, if you want to do things like that, go ahead. But don’t talk so cheaply about me! Even if I don’t have
anything, I am not one to demean myself for money. You know I agreed to come here only because I was asked to
give moral support. If I had such qualities, I would have got Kantamma married to him,” Bhadramma says,
protecting her integrity.
“Whatever you may say, it seems Kantamma eloped with someone without listening to you,” reveals the
conservative woman.
Bhadramma’s anger and sorrow at this revelation is evident and those who had earlier flocked around hurriedly
scatter away saying, “How does it concern us?”
Though the relatives start moving away one by one, Bhadramma doesn’t budge. Whatever others feel, I won’t
go unless the younger daughter comes back, she tells herself every now and then.
Bhupalarao is seen resting on a cot under the pandal. From a distance, Mallikamba seems to be hiding a smile
behind the edge of her sari.
“If things had gone right, Kantamma would have been in her position today,” Bhadramma rants, bemoaning
the lost opportunity. When luck is to be hers, how could Kantamma get it? she thinks, cursing Mallikamba in her
mind.
The younger daughter returns with Kantamma in tow. The moment she sees Kantamma, Bhadramma forgets
her sorrow, and hoarsely enquires about her welfare. Kantamma says she has no difficulties, argues that she has
not done anything untoward and is annoyed with Bhadramma. Mallikamba listens to all this from the doorstep.
Bhadramma chides Mallikamba:
“This is not a roadside show. Mind your own business.”
“Why are you interfering in her affairs?” Kantamma chides Bhadramma in turn, takes Mallikamba by her hand
and says, “Come and sit here. Don’t bother about what she says.”
Even though the elder daughter doesn't like Kantamma going around the whole house, enquiring about this and
that, talking to everybody and putting them at ease, she keeps quiet thinking Bhadramma may take it amiss.
Bhupalarao doesn’t like Kantamma moving around freely in his house. He asks Bhadramma why Kantamma
should have come at all. Bhadramma brushes his question aside saying, “Who is that?” as though she doesn’t
know who he’s talking about. Even as he says, “Your manavaralu, your granddaughter,” Kantamma arrives.
“Maama is asking me why you’ve come here,” says Bhadramma.
“Why do you ask me why I’ve come? To see you, of course. By the way, your pedda koduku said he would be
here the day before yesterday itself,” Kantamma says. Guessing that perhaps he had not arrived, she says, biting
her lip, “When I saw him at the station, I asked him where he was going. He told me then that he was coming
here.”
Bhupalarao is confused and says, “His life’s as messy as mine. So, he may have spoken like that,” and quickly
goes to the backyard.
“Not satisfied with marrying a girl closer in age to his son, he is finding fault with others,” Kantamma laughs
senselessly, loud enough to blow off the roof.
“Stop it,” Bhadramma grinds her teeth.
“Actually, maama should have been married to a woman as old as you,” says Kantamma as she laughs
uncontrollably.
“You wicked girl!” says Bhadramma, disappearing into the kitchen. Hearing the commotion in the street
signaling the arrival of Bhupalarao’s elder son, Kantamma steps out.
“You’d left then and are returning only now,” say the two sisters.
“Who cares about me anyway?” He stares at Kantamma as he is about to enter the front room when, seeing his
father approach from the opposite direction, he stands with his head bent.
“Please, now that he has come, don’t say anything to him,” the younger daughter exhorts her father.
Bhadramma, covering herself fully with her sari, comes out hastily and says, “Come, dear. Come. You’ve
come to, my house, haven’t you?” She makes her way through all the people.
“You’re making a lot of fuss here,” Kantamma laughs, having a dig at Bhadramma.
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Bhupalarao stares angrily at Kantamma and goes in.
When everybody joins Kantamma’s laughter Bhupalarao feels as if somebody has hit him on the spine.
Mallikamba looks on uncomprehendingly.
*
She has to show Bhupalarao the letter her brother Nagu has written but she is waiting for the right opportunity.
She is scared what he might say if she mentions anything about money, and therefore keeps quiet.
*
“He has come. Be careful with the keys, you understand?” Bhupalarao says, looking in Mallikamba’s
direction. Temptation flashes across her mind like lightning. The keys in her hand move. Her feet grow cold with
fear.
“I don’t know. It’s better you keep them with you,” she says, her hands shivering, about to hand them over to
him.
“It was my suspicion that made me act the way I did earlier,” Bhupalarao admits. He remembers the past, feels
bad, and makes Mallikamba sit next to him. Not knowing what she will do if she gives in to temptation,
Mallikamba returns the keys.
Bhupalarao asks her to take the money from her waist and put it in the box. She is taking the money out. She is
giving him an account. She is putting it in again. All kinds of evil thoughts race through her head. She keeps
closing the box and coming away lacking the courage each time. It’s already four days since she received the
letter from Nagu. There is not much time left. If Ramayya had given him his money, she would not have had this
problem. Why did he have to use up only her brother’s money? She has lost faith in Ramayya’s integrity. Maybe,
everyone feels like pocketing money when they see it. If it had been some other time, she would have been able to
tell Bhupalarao.
Now even his elder son is around. One could never tell when he would create a fuss and how much money he
would demand. Not just the father, everyone is scared of him.
Papamma, her next door neighbor, calls out to say she is going to her village. If she wants to send money to her
btrother, that’s the only way.
Where does she have the money? Her mind burns with these thoughts and she is unable to sleep.
Bhupalarao will not keep the money with himself beyond the next morning. He has promised to give it to
somebody. His elder son-in-law is calling out, standing in the darkness. Hearing Bhupalarao say, “Open the box
again and bring the bag I’ve given you,” Mallikamba goes in with the keys. She suspends her thoughts, stuffs the
notes she has taken out from the drawer into her blouse, locks the box and comes away.
Bhupalarao goes to the side-door to see his elder son-in-law off Mallikamba climbs onto the stone next to the
wall between the houses and looks into Papamma’s house. She finds Papamma arranging things in the house in
the light of a small lamp. Not able to speak aloud, she rustles a dry palm leaf. Papamma lifts the lamp, looks up
and comes to the backyard saying:
“Who’s there?”
Hot air seems to course through Mallikamba’s body. Her hands and feet feel dry. She is so scared her heart will
beat too fast and then stop altogether that she keeps pressing a hand against it. She is panting and unable to
complete her sentence:
“This is for Nagu …”
“Aren’t you well? You’re panting,” Papamma begins to say; but Mallikamba sees Bhupalarao coming back and
signals with her hand that either she is going or Papamma shouldn’t tell anyone about it, and gets off the stone.
Papamma stands for a while in the dim light of the lamp not understanding what she means, and then goes in.
Mallikamba is not able to sleep. She even thinks of calling Papamma again and taking back the money. But
what if Bhupalarao gets up? While she is scared and not able to make up her mind, time ticks on, towards the
brightness of morning. Papamma’s getting onto the cart, the bullocks beginning to move—she feels as if they are
moving over her body. She used to be fond of the breaking of dawn. But now she is troubled. Why did she do it?
Could she have kept quiet? Meaningless worries disturb her mind.
It’s around the time Bhupalarao wakes up. The chief farmhand is panting and shouting, and is calling out to his
master. Everything else is quiet.
“The doors at the back are open and I found this bag near the cattle,” he says, throwing a knitted cloth bag
towards him.
Wiping his sleepy eyes, Bhupalarao takes the bag without a word and sits on the verandah.
Bhadramma stands stunned for a while and suddenly starts beating her chest shouting, “Who has done this,
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babu? I know nothing of it.” The elder son-in-law comes and takes his father-in-law in.
Mallikamba stands immobile, holding on to the guava tree. It’s the same cloth bag from which she has taken
out the money. What’s happened to the rest? She is not able to guess.
The elder son-in-law calls out to Mallikamba. She moves in slowly, her chest heavy with fear. Bhupalarao
turns his face away saying:
“What would she know, that one? She had locked the box, hadn’t she?” And with that Mallikamba feels
somewhat relieved.
“It seems the work of Kantamma and my pedda koduku,” Bhupalarao says to Mallikamba.
But the elder son-in-law appears to be reading the fear in her mind. Her speech is shaking. She wants to find
out how much has been lost.
“Two bags have disappeared, some money may have already been spent,” the elder son-in-law says and his
words prick her conscience. She feels that the punishment she received the first time, for a crime she had not
committed, was nothing compared to this. Now her conscience torments her. Even as time passes, her mind is not
able to reconcile itself. The elder son-in-law too seems to stare at her constantly.
As she dwells upon her tainted heart, the sun rises.
33.118 The Stars Are Trembling\fn{by Siddiqa Begum Sevharvi (1925- )} Lucknow, Lucknow District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (F) 4
Safi flung the books down as she entered the room. She startled me. What’s wrong with this kid of a Safi? Just
that moment, Mother’s voice filled the room like a thunderclap. Her heavy steps shook the floor and my heart.
“Just look at the girl, look! Being in college has turned her head. Just comes and throws the books down, as
though one gets them for nothing! Put them away properly on the shelf.”
This imperious order given, Mother vanished, but Safi sulked. Her face was so swollen. It was as if bees had
stung her. She muttered:
“What do they know, those who’ve never studied? Here I am, all fagged out, no tea, nothing to eat, and all I get
is, ‘Put the books in place’—as if this were a bookshop.”
“But Safi,” I said, looking up from the book I was reading, “you were thoughtless too, weren't you? Just
throwing them like that as if you really get them for nothing. And these are books, mind you.”
“Oh, you, you better shut up. You have no right to lecture me so,” Safi retorted. She tossed her head and her
long, loose hair rippled on her chest.
I turned to my book but continued to glance occasionally at her from the corner of my eye. It made her selfconscious. She slowly pushed her hair back and looked thoughtfully at me, a frown on her face.
“Oh, hell!” I said, “What do I care? I don’t lose anything. It’s you who will never learn if you ill-treat books.” I
was put out too. Here I am, I thought, speaking only for her good and this is what I get in return. Why should I
take it?
“Oh, keep these outdated ideas to yourself,” she dripped back. “I don’t want them.” Safi’s mercury seemed to
be touching Everest now. She had a wild look.
In that instant we saw our new sister-in-law drifting in like an ambling breeze. I was relieved to see her. At
least that would bring the noisy argument to an end.
“Ah—so my Safi is back,” Bhabi\fn{ A note reads: Bhabi means “sister-in-law” (brother’s wife).} said. “What made you
so late today?”
I felt my hopes being trampled.
“I went with Zohra, Bhabi. I had to pick some notes up from her.”
“Notes? What notes? Had you lent her some money?”
I could hardly contain my laughter. Bhabi turned to look at me.
“Not currency notes,” I said. “Study notes, class notes.”
“I see,” said Bhabi, as if she had understood everything. “How would I know? I’ve never been to school. Ah
well, come let’s have tea, it’s gotten cold waiting for you.”
Bhabi put her arm around Safi and walked out with her.
And me, should I rot in this room alone? I don’t need tea I suppose! All right, I thought, I’ll get them back a bit
today. I rose and slipped out through the back door to see Khalida. My name is not Birjis if I don’t make ’em pay
for it. It’s always the same tale. I live in this house too, after all, but it’s only Safi she wants. Safi doesn’t care a
pin for her, but she still runs after her all the time. As long as Safi is away at the college, madam won’t stir out of
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her room, but the moment Safi’s voice is heard, there she is.
Bhabi’s image flashed before me—her creased dupatta thrown round her neck—mother screaming:
“Daughter-in-law, how many times must I tell you to drape your dupatta properly, like a married woman?”
“I’ve got it on. How else—”
“What new style is this? The dupatta lies like a twisted rope round your neck and you run around, bobbing the
balls.”
Bhabi lowered her eyes, and slowly pulled her dupatta down to cover her chest.
Khalida came running to me. “Birjis Apa,\fn{ A note reads: An elder sister is addressed as Apa.} I’ve asked you so
many times to cut a blouse for me. And you still haven’t done it!”
I grew calmer.
“All right, fetch it,” I said. “I’ll cut one out for you in the latest style.”
“Just like the one Safi Apa was wearing.”
Safi Apa again. Wherever you go it’s Safi. I was bewildered. What does it mean? Is there no one in the world
but Safi?
“No, not that kind,” I said, “that’s a bit too rustic,” and busied myself with the cutting.
“Ah, it’s the same design as Apa was wearing. Safi Apa’s has the same neck.”
“Oh, forget it,” I said. “If you like it that’s enough.”
I got up and left. The act was over. That’s what I wanted. Back in my room, I lit the stove, and went to the
kitchen to get the kettle and a cup. As I passed Bhabi’s room, I could see through the window curtain. Safi and
Bhabi were locked in a tête-a-tête. Why not listen in a bit to what they were saying, I thought, but I could not pick
up the courage to do it. I went to my room and started fixing the tea.
I won’t talk to Bhabi again either—why should I? My throat becomes dry from calling out “Bhabi, Bhabi,” yet
she doesn’t have so much as a gentle word for me. I know why she flatters Safi. Safi goes to college, doesn’t she?
And she sits with Bhabi all the time, talking in whispers, giving her every little bit of news about what has
happened out there. For her too I hardly exist. It’s only Bhabi for her. Fine, let Safi’s exams come. I’ll see what
she does then. Now she’s too grand for me. My eye caught the red and blue flames of the stove, and absently I
started humming a verse:
Let the nightingale enjoy itself for a few days more in the garden.

The line kept ringing in my mind. I finished my tea, went into the kitchen, and started peeling onions, since I
had nothing else to do. From the kitchen I could hear Safi and Bhabi talking. Their voices were clear, and I found
I had started crying. The tears came without my knowing why.
“Tell me,” I heard Bhabi saying, “do your professors ever scold the girls?”
“They don’t say a word even to the boys, let alone the girls,” said Safi. “That’s why the boys are up to so much
mischief, and with such impunity!”
“Really—are the boys mischievous?”
“What do you think? Only yesterday someone got hold of Kamla’s braids and looped them to the desk behind,
so when she got up to go they pulled taut like the reins of a horse.”
Bhabi’s laugh rang out, Safi joined in, and they continued to laugh for a long time.
“Let it be,” Bhabi said. “Teach me English. I’m going to go to college too.”
And for some unknown reason Bhabi took an interest in learning to read.
“This is not a bird you can just catch,” Safi said to Bhabi. “It calls for sweat and blood.”
As if she, Safi, alone had the ability.
“Why can’t I learn?” Bhabi said. “Am I not human?”
“Oh dear,” Safi said to her, “you don’t understand. It’s a brain-wracking business, Bhabi.”
And Bhabi fell silent. She looked as if the branch to which she had fastened her swing was giving way.
God! I said to myself, imagine being married when one is so green. Involuntarily my heart went out to Bhabi.
Only the other day when she told Bhaiya\fn{A note reads: Bhaiya means “elder brother,” and here refers to Bhabi’s husband.}
about her wish to learn, he had laughed:
“An old mare wishing to deck itself with a red saddle,” he had said. “Tomorrow you’ll wish to go to the club to
learn tennis.”
Such words, and from so educated a man as Bhaiya!
“Does one become an old mare at seventeen?” Bhabi asked.
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“That’s how it is, Daughter,” Mother put in. “The moment a girl is married—she may be only twelve—she is
no longer young. These glowing cheeks last only a few days. Then, when something stirs in the belly, it’s all up.”
A flush rose to Bhabi’s face, and her eyes threatened to turn red—what was so upsetting about this? I looked at
Bhaiya. He’d gone white, as if the blood had drained from him. Everyone looked stunned. Something had gone
wrong. Mother hurled this remark and went away.
Bhabi ran for her room. I could just see a flash of her dress before she made it out. I followed her. She was
lying face down and crying. And that darned Safi couldn’t so much as go up to her and try to calm her. Quite the
contrary. She would probably say:
“This business of reading and writing is not for you, Bhabi.”
And Bhabi would look at Safi as if she had flung an insult at her. But what did those tears mean? Then—
“Come what may, you’ll teach me or no one else.”
I peeped in. Bhabi was clinging to Safi.
“My Safi will teach me. I’ll see that she does,” she said.
“Lord! Let go! Really, Bhabi, what an awful habit you have. You crush me so. All my bones are shaken.” Safi
was struggling in Bhabi’s arms. Her face was so comic it made me laugh. And, I don’t know why, but the moment
she saw me, Bhabi released Safi, as if she had been caught in a furtive act.
Safi heaved a sigh of relief.
“Go tell Bhaiya to teach you,” said Safi. “He teaches so well. He taught me too, after all.”
“I don’t want to be taught by Bhaiya,” muttered Bhabi.
I was amused. She, too, calls him ‘Bhaiya.’ I chuckled.
I peeped again. Bhabi was desperately holding Safi tightly in her arms.
“How many times have I told you to stop this. What’s the matter with you? My whole body is aching,” Safi
wailed.
“All right, tell your Bhaiya to send me to a college,” said Bhabi. “I’ll never trouble you again.”
“I’ll tell him, that’s no problem,” Safi said, “but you get your Birjis Apa on your side.”
Get Birjis Apa on your side! As if I were the one who would block her plans!
For a few days Bhabi’s education became quite a topic in the house. The whole day they argued over it. It
irritated me to think that Bhaiya was standing in the way. Why should that be? If she wanted to educate herself,
why should he resist it? Safi went out, didn’t she? And once Bhaiya had so much wanted to have an educated
wife! Why was he so upset now that his wife wanted to educate herself?
“What will you do with it?” Bhaiya asked. “Will you get a job?”
“Are you educating Safi for a job?”
“Safi? Oh, Safi is a different matter. Why do you compare yourself to her?”
“Bhabi, don’t bring my name in,” Safi cut in. “Settle your own affairs—why drag me into it?”
Bhabi gave Safi a stare as if she would pulverize her with her eyes. Go on, Bhabi, I thought to myself, go on
now and have your long, whispering sessions with Safi, hold her to your heart. Oh, I know the girl, I know every
inch of her.
Bhabi’s stare made Safi blurt out:
“If she is so keen on learning, Bhaiya, why doesn’t she ask you to teach her? What’s the point of wasting
money on it?”
I took Bhabi by the hand and led her to my room. She came without a word and sat down, her eyes fixed on the
floor. The tears stood in her eyes; she seemed lost in thought. She blinked, hoping, it seemed, that the tears would
shrink back. It felt as though the portraits of Tagore and Iqbal\fn{ A note reads: Iqbal Muhammad (1877-1938) was a
nationalist poet, scholar, and philosopher.} on the wall were welcoming Bhabi, as if all the books in the room were
calling out to her. She raised her eyes to one of the pictures, then lowered them. The tears, which had been waiting
only for a sign, started to fall like rain. Despite the thrill of having her in my room, I was sad to see how hurt she
was. But the stars were twinkling. We conversed silently like old acquaintances, like brother and sister who, after
a quarrel, stare at each other, the past unwinding in their eyes. The silence grew long, but we felt so close to each
other that we didn’t need words, like a branch that, even after having lost its blossoms, keeps its arms stretched
out.
After this we became as intimate with each other as the twin stars in Bhabi’s eyes.
Bhabi began to come now, every evening, to take lessons from me. She was scared of Bhaiya. He was such a
good teacher—the whole house admired him for it—and yet he had failed to pass Bhabi’s test. When she saw him
coming, she tucked the book away, under a pillow.
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I felt that in the dim dusk of the past there had been a light somewhere, like the flicker of a candle in a
graveyard. In this darkness, as if emerging from a stretch of crumbling graves, I walked, panting, taking quick
steps, stopping short to glance back, then continuing. In the sky the stars now twinkled, now went out, as though
extinguished by a breath.
“What’s the book you are reading?”
“It’s not Tilism-e-Hoshruba,\fn{A note reads: A rambling romantic fantasy, generally kept away from the young, especially
girls.} anyway."
I had a feeling of being pulled by the hair—damn! She’s still on such stuff—I’d been through all this in
childhood!
Bhabi pushed her book under the pillow. I said:
“You act as if it is Tilism-e-Hoshruba that you were reading.”
Bhabi smiled, then clasped me in a mad embrace. Safi flashed across my mind, Bhabi hugging her with all her
might, and Safi, her breath coming fast, saying, “Oh Lord! Let go. What an awful habit—holding me like this—
all my bones are shaken.” I too thought of screaming like Safi, but then it was as if someone had put a hand on my
mouth, and a delicious agony made my eyes open wide. Safi was a fool to have screamed so loudly. What would
anyone who heard her have thought? I blushed. When Bhabi’s grasp loosened, she was panting like one who had
come running from a long distance.
“I don’t want to read this Inglish-Pinglish anymore,” Bhabi said. “Give me a magazine with delicious stories in
it.”
She picked up an old issue of a magazine from the shelf and was gone before I knew what was happening. She
did not reappear for hours.
“I see! So it’s this magazine that you are reading now.”
I was startled to hear Safi’s voice coming from Bhabi’s room. “It’s precisely for the likes of you that AkhterulIman has written the lines:
Thus one age departs, another comes,
While I just stand between two darks.

The Lord protect one from Safi’s fault-finding! She’ll never let go when she’s got it in for someone. On the
other hand, Bhabi too is a problem. To get to know her is no child’s play. Once she started with the magazines, she
did nothing the whole day but read them.
Last night I walked boldly into Bhabi’s room. I didn’t even bother to check whether she was alone or not.
Imagine my going to her like that at ten at night! Surely if Mother had seen me she would have raised a storm.
“They won’t let Daughter-in-law have a moment’s rest, these girls. They are always in her room.”
As if Mother cared so much for her daughter-in-law’s comfort! She would pick a quarrel with Bhabi over every
little thing, but if we went to her room, Mother had to protest. I sometimes feel I should boycott Bhabi and her
room. After all, it’s not going to make much difference if we don’t go to her. But then how was she to blame?
Poor thing, she always says with such solicitation:
“Do come to my room Birjis, whenever you want. Who can stop you, after all?”
And my steps, of their own accord, led me to Bhabi’s room. Bhaiya stood near a cupboard, doing something—I
couldn’t make out what. Why should I mind him or anyone? It was for Bhabi I had gone there.
“But what shall I do,” Bhabi was saying, “I’ve no option. What can these stories do to a person? They can’t—”
When he saw me, Bhaiya seemed upset, for some reason. He clicked the cupboard shut and fell silent as if he
had been bitten by a snake. Then Bhabi said:
“After all, is there harm in reading this?”
“Of course there is,” Bhaiya replied. “You shouldn’t read this stuff.”
“Fine, if it’s so, you should stop your sister before telling me to stop.”
“Birjis is another matter,” said Bhaiya.
I felt as if I had stumbled against a stone. What does it mean? Safi is another matter, Birjis is another matter.
Did Bhabi commit a crime by marrying? Is that why she alone is not “another matter?”
And I felt Bhabi’s eyelids grow heavy with God knows what unseen dreams, getting caught in them and
crumbling to pieces. What chance did those dreams have against reality?
Bhaiya left the room. Bhabi got up from the bed and threw her arms around me.
I saw Safi’s magazine lying before me in the light. Safi stood on the threshold saying:
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“Oh Lord! Let go. What an awful habit you have. You hold me so tightly, my bones begin to shake.”
Suddenly the light went off, Safi’s shadow disappeared, and the two of us were left in the darkness, groping for
the sun.
Tears fell on my cheeks. I closed my eyes very tight. From the other room came Safi’s soft humming:\fn
{Apparently this note applies to the following verse: Kaipidite Kadaloruvanai is a line from a poem by Subramanya Bharati, who was also
a social reformer and champion of women’s rights.}
10.37 The City Of Sorrows\fn{by Intizar Hussain (1925- )} Dibai, Bulandshahr District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 7
At this the first man said: “I have nothing to say because I am dead.”
The third man gave a start when he heard his words and looked at him a little fearful and amazed but the
second man remained unmoved and said in a flat voice, without any warmth: “How did you die?”
The first man answered in his soulless voice: “She was a brown-complexioned girl, her forehead was dotted
with a red beauty-spot, her long hair came down to her waist. She was accompanied by a brown-complexioned
young man. I asked him: ‘Who is she?’ He said: ‘She is my sister.’ I said: ‘Off with her clothes then.’ Terror seized
her when she heard this and trembled like an aspen leaf. The young man implored me to let them be: ‘Don’t say
such things for she is my sister.’ But I was in a savage mood too. I drew my sword and roared: ‘Come, strip her
naked.’ He shook with fear when he saw the naked sword, hesitated briefly, and groped for his sister’s sari with
unsteady hands. She let out a scream of fear and covered her face with her hands … and his trembling hands,
while I looked on …”
“While you looked on? … eh …well?” The third man stared at him lost in amazement.
Completely disregarding the amazement which the third man had felt, the second man asked in the same
expressionless tone: “Then you died?”
“No. I lived on,” he said in a toneless voice.
“Lived on … well …” The third man wondered even more.
“Yes, that's what I said, that’s what I saw and I lived on. I lived on so that I could see the young man do what I
had done. I saw him holding on to a woman, clad in burqa, who had been fleeing in horror. An old man cried, in a
voice broken by sobs: ‘Young man, be merciful and spare our honor.’ The brown-complexioned young man glared
at him and asked: ‘Who is she?’ The old man said: ‘Son, she is my daughter-in-law.' When he heard this the young
man gnashed his teeth and shouted: ‘Off with her clothes then, graybeard!’ At once the trembling old man became
like one paralyzed and his eyes widened with terror. The young man dew into a rage, grabbed the old man by his
neck and roared: ‘Graybeard, strip your daughter-in-law naked.’ That’s what he said and I—”
“And you died,” the third man, who was getting restive, promptly added.
“No, I lived on.”
“Lived on! … well …”
“Yes, I lived on. That’s what I heard, that’s what I saw and I lived on. Fearful lest the young man recognize me
I fled from there. On I went only to find that I had run into a trap. I was about to throw my sword away when a
harassed-looking man, elbowing his way through the crowd, came up to me, and looking me squarely in the eye,
said: ‘Don’t you throw your sword away. It’s against the spirit of manliness to do so.’ I boggled and looked at
him, while he gazed steadily into my eyes. Then I lowered my eyes and a sense of failure made me say: ‘It’s the
only way I can escape with my life.’ His eyes blazed with fury when he heard my remark. He spat on my face
contemptuously and turned back. Right away a sword flashed over his head and he spun and fell. I saw him there,
soaked in his own warm blood and wiped his warm spit off my face and—”
“And you died,” the third man rounded off the sentence in anticipation.
“No. I lived on. I laid down my sword reluctantly and lived on. But I know not from where that browncomplexioned young man showed up again. He paused as he espied me, drew near and stared at me intently. Then
he asked me in a growling voice: ‘Are you not the same man?’ Most unwillingly I admitted that I was the same
man. As soon as I said it he hurried away and I stopped dead in my tracks. But he was back before long, and you
know how, lugging a girl behind him, and pushed her in front of me. When I looked attentively at her face,
covered as it was with dust and hidden by her disheveled hair, I was completely stunned. As for her, she wept
when she saw me, and in so harrowing a manner, that it cut me to the quick. The brown-complexioned young man
asked me in a spiteful voice: ‘Who is she?’ I hesitated a great deal before letting him know that she was my
daughter. The brown-complexioned young man callously said: ‘Strip her naked, then.’ At this the innocent thing
was so terrified that her voice failed her and as for me, I seemed to crumple and—”
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“And you died,” the third man butted in impatiently.
“No …” He paused and said in a low voice, “I lived on.”
“Lived on … even after all that … well …” The third man looked dumbfounded.
“Yes, even after all that. I said, I heard, I saw, I did and I lived on. I made a hasty but unobtrusive departure
from the scene of my humiliation. Sneaking along and taking care to keep away from others, I, at last, found
myself, tired and sick at heart, in the lane where my house stood.. The lane itself seemed to be haunted by terror.
It was the hour of twilight and the place, which used to be a noisy and crowded spot at night fall, presented a
derelict appearance. A dog which belonged to the lane sat right in its middle, staring in front of him. He growled
at my approach, a strange thing for him to do. In the past he used to wag his tail, whenever I came in, to show his
familiarity with me, whereas now he was startled in a peculiar way by my appearance, his hair stood on end, he
growled in a low voice and eyed me maliciously. A wave of fear swept through my body. Moving a little side
ways to play it safe I warily went past him and came to the door of my house.
“The door was locked from within. I tapped at the door without eliciting any response which suggested that
there was no one in the house. This came as a surprise to me and I knocked a little louder only to encounter the
same stillness. A cat padding along the low coping of the neighboring house drew up, gave me an odd, hostile
stare and suddenly sheered off. As I knocked again I added in a low voice: ‘Open up.’ From within a woman
asked in a shaken voice: ‘Who is there?’ It was my wife speaking and it amazed me that she of all the people had
failed to recognize my voice. More sure of myself I said: ‘It is me.’ She opened the door diffidently and seeing me
said timidly: ‘You!’ I told her in a woeful voice: ‘Yes, it’s me.’ I stepped in. It was so quiet in there that you could
hear a pin drop. It was totally dark except for the wan flicker of a lamp lighting the verandah. There, seated on a
prayer-rug, my father quietly told his beads on a rosary. My wife said, dropping her voice: ‘I thought may be it’s
my daughter who has come back.’
“Taken aback I looked at her, wondering if she already knew all about it. She kept staring at me as if her eyes,
gone rigid, were riveted to my face. Looking the other way I went towards the verandah and drawing near to my
father knelt down on the uncovered floor beside his prayer-rug. Picking the lamp up my father took a good look at
me. 'You?' … ‘Yes, it’s me …’
“He looked at me in astonishment, his eyes measuring me. ‘Are you alive?’ … ‘Yes, I am.’ He fixed his gaze
upon me while the lamp threw a flickering light around, and said mistrustfully: ‘No …’ ‘Yes, my father, I am
alive.’ He closed his eyes and seemed to hesitate before he said: ‘If you are alive then I am dead,’ The old man
heaved a sigh of sorrow and passed away. Then my spouse approached me and said in a voice full of rancor: ‘You
the son of your dead father and the father of my dishonored daughter, you are dead.’ Then I realized that I was
dead.”
Having heard him out the second man stared hard and long at the first man, taking note of his expressionless
face and finally announced dryly: “A true statement. This man is dead.”
The third man, already lost in amazement, felt still more puzzled and kept looking at the first man with wonder
and horror. Then suddenly he put in a question:
“Where is the corpse of your father?”
“My father’s corpse?” The query probably took the first man by surprise. He paused a little and said: “Got left
behind.”
“Why didn’t you bring it along?”
“How on earth could I manage two corpses at a time? Don’t you know what a terrible thing it turned out to be,
trying to get my own corpse through?”
These words seemed to rouse the second man who had so far been quite apathetic to what he heard or himself
said and he exclaimed: “Oh yes! I had almost forgotten it. My corpse got left behind too.”
“Your corpse?” The third man’s bewildered gaze shifted from the first man to focus itself on the second man’s
face.
“Yes, mine,” and he muttered to himself: “Should have brought it along. Dunno what they might do to it.”
“Are you dead too,” I asked the third man.
“Yes.”
“That so?”
The third man looked at him in amazement.
“But how did you come to die?”
“How can someone who is dead let you know how or why did he die? I died, that’s all.”
The second man fell silent and then without being prompted began to speak in his toneless voice:
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“At last the hour of reckoning, so long in the offing, I came to the city of perdition. I asked myself, while I
tried to find a place to lie low in: ‘Would it now happen to us what has already happened to them?’ I stopped in
my tracks while passing through a market-place. My eyes fell upon a brown-complexioned girl, her sari in tatters,
her body all but naked, her tangled hair covered with dust, the red beauty spot on her forehead reduced to a smear,
lean and thin with a swollen belly, staring around in a wild manner, now breaking into a run, now pulling herself
up. I stood still while she came towards me and when she spotted me she too came to a halt. ‘Oh my, she is the
very girl I …’ and before I could recall any more she covered her face with her hands and screamed ‘No, no!’ and
ran away terrified. My blood ran cold. The girl will surely turn me in. Muffling my face I scuttled off. I was on the
run a long while, blundering from one lane into another, only to find, time and again, that these were all blindalleys and dead-ends. No way, it seemed to me, led out of the city of perdition. I chanced upon a fantastic borough
as I fled from place to place. All one could see was corpses far and near but not a living soul anywhere. Dazed and
bewildered I walked up and down the place from lane to lane and from alley to alley, only to be met with the sight
of shops with their shutters down, deserted streets and empty alleys. Here and there one noticed the upper
windows of certain houses opening just a little bit to reveal a pair of frightened eyes and then shutting up
hurriedly. The place made no sense at all. There were people in it but they had shut themselves up within their
houses.
“In the end I came to a big, open ground which had been turned into a camp by a vast crowd. I saw famished
children whimper for food, the lips of grown-up people covered with a dry, chapped film, mothers with no milk
left in their breasts, faces once fresh, looking wan and women once fair, looking scorched. I went up to them and
said: ‘Tell me, men, what sort of a place is this and what disaster befell it, turning its houses into prisons and
emptying its streets and lanes of people?’ They answered me: ‘Luckless man, you are in the dolorous city and we,
its ill-fated people, dumbly await our death.’
“When I heard this I scrutinized their faces one by one and indeed the shadow of death lay across them, with
their wretched fate writ large upon their foreheads. The sight fired my curiosity and I asked: ‘I want you people to
tell me the truth. Aren’t you the same who, believing this place to be a sanctuary, made a bee-line for it from faroff places and once here, took it easy?’ They said: ‘Man, you made a splendid guess. We do belong to that very
tribe of homeless ones.’ I asked: ‘What do you think of the sanctuary, you homeless ones?’ They said: ‘By
heavens, we have lived through a night of terror and torture brought and inflicted on us by the ones we thought
were on our side.’ I laughed when I heard it and they were puzzled by my laughter. I laughed more loudly which
puzzled them still more. I laughed and laughed and they were more and more bewildered. Passing from mouth to
mouth the news got about that a man who laughs has appeared in the dolorous city. ‘Even on a day like this?’
‘Yes, even on a day like this.’
“The people were terrified and flabbergasted. These very men, beset as they were by fright and surprise,
collected round me to see me laugh, at first watching me, with trepidation, from a distance and then mustering
their courage, coming up to me, whispering to each other: ‘The man is indeed laughing.’ ‘Who the hell is this
screwball? Where did he drop in. from?’ ‘God knows better.’ ‘Could he be one of their spies?’ ‘Could be,’ and
they looked at each other meaningfully.’
“So I told them: ‘Men, I am not one of them.’ ‘To whom do you belong then?’
“To whom did I belong? It was indeed something to think about. Right then an old man pushed through the
crowd and said: ‘Lament if you are not one of them.’ ‘For whom?’ I asked. ‘For the tribe of Israel.’ ‘What for?’
‘For this: that what had once happened, happened again, and what has happened shall happen again.’
“When I heard these words the laughter died on my lips, I sorrowed and said: ‘Venerable elder, do you see that
once people are cut off from their homeland, no other land is willing to take them in?’ ‘I have seen it and come to
know that all lands are equally oppressive.’ ‘Even one’s own motherland?’ ‘Yes, one’s own motherland as well as
the land of refuge. I was born in the city of Gaya and as an almsman belonging to Gaya learned that there is
nothing but sorrow in the world, nirvana is an impossibility and all lands oppress.’ ‘And the sky?’ ‘All that lies
beneath it is false.’
“I pushed in doubt before I said: ‘That needs to be thought out.’ ‘Thought is false too.’ ‘But, venerable elder,
thought alone is mankind’s most precious possession.’
“Back came his retort: ‘Mankind too is false.’
“‘What's truth then?’ I asked, getting quite flummoxed. ‘Truth? What’s that?’ ‘Truth!’ I uttered the word with
utmost confidence and emphasis,
“And he naively said: ‘That which is known as truth is false too.’
“This is what he said and I thought to myself: ‘The old man is under the spell of death and the entire place is
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doomed. You better leave these men to their fate and get away from here because you have to live.’ So I turned
my back upon that tribe and escaped with my life only to stray into a wide field overflowing with men and big
drums thundering triumphantly. I asked them: ‘Tell me, men, what hour is this and what do you call this place?’ A
man came up to me and whispered in my ear: ‘It is the hour of downfall and it is the place of see and beware.’
‘And who is the man whose face has been spit upon?’ The whisperer caste a malicious eye on me and said: ‘Don’t
you know him?’ ‘No.’ ‘Hideous man, that’s you.’ ‘Me?’ I felt dazed. ‘Yes, you.’
“I looked at him intently and my eyes widened as if I had lost control over them, He was indeed no one else
but me. I recognized myself, and I died.”
The third man said: “How difficult it is to keep alive once you have recognized yourself.”
The first man looked at the second man attentively and asked, “Well, it was you whose face was spit upon.”
“Yes, it was me.”
“I was under the impression that it was me,” the first man said.
“You”
“Yes, that’s what I had assumed. Anyhow, now I know it was merely a delusion. The man whose face was spit
upon was you, not me.”
Having said this the first man calmed down but by and by he became restless again. With a twinge he
remembered the moment when his face was spit upon. And now as he spoke again his voice had lost some of its
earlier drabness. He addressed himself to the second man:
“What I said was wrong and you misunderstood me. It was me, just me, whose face was spit upon.”
The second man said in the same toneless voice: “I took a very close look at the man whose face was spit upon
and he was exactly like me.”
The first man looked the second man up and down very deliberatively. Suddenly an idea flashed through his
mind and he stammered out: “Could you be me by any chance?”
“I you? … no, certainly not. I can’t let myself be misguided by such talk.”
“How do you know you have recognized yourself?” the first man asked him.
“The second man answered: “I am the one whose face was spit upon.”
“But this is how I too identify myself,” said the first man, “and this is why I suspect that perhaps you are me.”
“Why should it be assumed,” the second man said, “that every face which was spit upon was necessarily
mine.”
“Right you are but may be your face wasn’t yours but mine.”
As soon as this was said the second man really wavered. He looked at the first man mistrustfully, who too eyed
him with suspicion, both of them disturbed by a medley of doubts. In the end the second man gave up and said:
“We are dead. How, can we recognize each other?”
The first man said: “Were we able to recognize one another when we were not yet dead?”
This truly stumped the second man; but all at once the third man had a brilliant idea. He asked:
“Which of you two has brought his dead body along?”
The first man, answered: “I have!”
And the third man said, “Why beat about the bush then! Let us have a look at the corpse. We will be able to hit
the nail on the head in no time.”
His suggestion was well received by his companions and they walked up to the corpse. The third man fell into
a panic as he saw it and said: “What a distorted face. It is no longer recognizable.”
The second man remarked: “If it has got a distorted face the corpse is undoubtedly mine because my face
became distorted when it was spat upon.”
“My face too had become distorted,” said the first man.
“When did your face become distorted?”
“It became distorted as soon as I had that long-haired, brown-complexioned girl, with a red beauty spot on her
forehead, stripped naked by her brother.”
Both of them stared at him and said together: “And you found it possible to live among others with a distorted
face and for so long?”
“Yes I found it possible to mix with others with my distorted face till my father saw me and closed his eyes
arid then I died.”
As the first man mentioned this the second man also remembered his father: “My father too had died almost as
humbly, as that. I went up to him and, trying to appeal to his paternal affection, said pathetically; ‘O my father,
your son has died today.’ My father looked at my distorted face and said: ‘It is just as well that you died before

961

you came here to see me. Had you come back to me alive after what you did and seen I would have cursed you to
go on living, however burdensome it might be, till the crack of doom.’ These were his last words. Having said
them he fell silent forever.”
The first man dryly remarked: “Our aged fathers had a greater sense of honor than their young sons. And the
things we did while they were still around. I came over here with my corpse which has a distorted face and left
my father’s dead body behind.”
The second man winced as he heard this and said: “Why, I never gave it a thought. I too left my father’s corpse
behind.”
The third man’s laugh had a shade of bitterness in it. He said: “When we moved out last time we left behind us
the graves of our forefathers. When we moved out this time we left our corpses behind.”
His laughter faded as he said this and a sad mood overtook him. He remembered the first time he had moved
out and he saw many faces in the blurred reaches of the past. A stream of bright faces welled up in his
imagination, faces which vanished and were never seen again. And now thus moving out a second time, and now
once more, a little uncertainly he said to himself: “I am not at all sure if I have succeeded in getting away or not
but many bright faces have again been snatched away. How many bright faces disappeared the last time. How
many bright faces have disappeared now. And he was surprised as he recalled that he had once again the same
sadness clouding the bright face which he had perceived while moving out the first time.
He spoke to the first and the second man in a gloomy way: “What I said was untrue. Exactly the same thing
happened on both occasions, that is to say, we came over here with our distorted faces and left the bright faces
behind.”
The second man had a faraway look in his eyes. Then he stood up and was about to move away when the
others asked : “Where are you off to?”
He said: “I should at least bring my father’s corpse back from there.”
“No corpse can be brought back from there now.”
“Why?”
“All routes are blocked.”
“Well, it means that my father’s corpse will remain there as it is, unattended.”
The first man said: “It simply wouldn’t do to bring your father’s corpse over. Look, I brought my corpse with
me and now I have to carry it around on my shoulders.”
“Why don’t you bury it?” said the third man.
“Bury it where? Is there any place here to inter it?”
“So we won’t even find some place here to bury ourselves in?”
“No. It is a great place to get buried in but it is already thick with graves. There is no room now for more
graves.”
At this the third man wept. The other two looked on indifferently and asked: "What is it that makes you weep?”
“The thing is, I weep because I have yet to die. And there isn’t any place here for fresh graves. Where should I
go then?”
“You are not dead?” They both looked at him intently.
“No, I am still alive.”
They stared at him: “You think you are alive?”
“Yes, I am alive but …”
“But?” Both looked at him questioningly.
“But I am missing.”
“Missing?”
“Yes, missing! Don’t you know a lot of people have been reported missing during the catastrophe.”
“And do you know,” the first man said, “that of those missing many have already been butchered?”
“That I know but I am not among those who have been butchered.”
“There are many who died like us.”
“I am not one of them either.”
“How do you know all this if you are missing?”
“Let me tell you, it is a problem tracking down the living il) the city of perdition but as for the dead, their
bodies keep turning up every day. Therefore had I been dead, no matter how I may have died, they would have
come across my corpse by now.”
“If you are not dead you should be among the prisoners. And if you are among the prisoners then, believe it,
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the wheel has come full circle.”
The third man was baffled: “The wheel has come full circle, what does that mean?”
“It means,” said the second man, “that you have once again, after roving around at random, returned to the
same place you went away from. One of our friends has had a similar experience. Having been taken a prisoner he
finally found himself back at the place where he was born. While he was trying to escape from there a fellowprisoner said: ‘Why do you wish to run away, my dear? The place means no harm, does it?’ He wept. and said:
‘When I peep through the peep-hole of my prison-cell I see a field of mustard almost in bloom, with a profusion
of yellow blooms, marking the advent of spring. The simultaneousness of one’s imprisonment and home-coming
is a devastating experience. And what if spring too comes round? Spring, hometown and imprisonment … no!
These three should never come together. It hurts too much.’ And he did in fact sneak off from the prison one night
and got lost.”
“Got lost,” the third man exclaimed. “Could he be me by any chance … may be … because in my hometown
also the mustard, when it bloomed, simply dazzled you.”
“No, he wasn’t you.”
“Spring, hometown and imprisonment,” the third man muttered and mused a little. Then he said: “No, he can’t
be me. I was not one of the prisoners.”
The first man said: “How strange it seems to be able to go back home merely because you were taken a
prisoner.”
The second man said: "If the men from Gaya were among the prisoners he could have been in his hometown
now.”
The third man felt a shudder run through his body: “Yes, it is surpassing strange, indeed. My grandmother used
to tell us stories about the great upheaval.\fn{ A note reads: A common dissimulation for the 1857 anti-colonial struggle. In
England it was known as the Indian Mutiny.} She told us that at the time there were many who just vanished, set out from
their cities and were never seen again. And there was a woman who put up a great fight against the Englishmen
and, then, with her homestead in shambles, she left her sweet-perfumed city and went away into the forests of
Nepal, wandering up and down the woodlands like a vagrant fragrance, and disappeared.”
As he said it he heaved a sigh full of sadness. Then he spoke again:
“Better be lost somewhere in monstrous, thickset jungles than be counted among the missing within a
calamity-stricken city.” He fell silent and let his thoughts wander. He again recalled the time of his first moving
out. He indulged in reverie for quite some time and finally said with remorse: “Would that I had migrated to the
forests of Nepal!”
All three of them now, the first man and the second and the third, were silent—silent and motionless as it they
had completely rid themselves of the desire to speak and move. Slowly the hours dragged on and all the time they
seemed but half awake, sitting there.
In the end, a sort of' restiveness gradually seized the third man. He looked at the first man and also at the
second. We saw them sitting stock-still and staring into vacancy with rigid eyes. He felt some dread lest he also
might have become no less inert. He deliberately moved himself a bit to make sure that it was not so, yawned at
length and said to himself a little smugly: “I am.” Then he turned toward his two companions and said: “Let us
move from here now.” He wished to announce to them that he existed.
After some deliberation they gave up looking into empty space with their lackluster eyes, fixed: their gaze, on
Him, and said drearily: “Move where? Where do we have to go now? We are dead.”
The third man looked at their distorted faces and rigid, lackluster eyes with some apprehension. “I must be up
and away lest I become inert also.” He thought about it a long time.
Then plucking his courage he rose to his feet. They saw him get up and asked him in a toneless and stolid
manner, “Where are you off to?”
He said: “I should go and find out where I am.” He paused, gave it a thought, and added: “Could it be that I am
indeed one of the prisoners and have returned there?”
“Where?” asked the first man.
Acting as if he hadn’t heard the first man speak he stared hard at the second man's face and asked: “Are you
sure he managed to escape from the prison?”
“Yes. He saw the mustard-field in bloom and slipped through the prison of his city.”
“And are you sure that he wasn’t me?”
“No” answered the second man, and as he said it he looked at the third man attentively. It was the first time
that the second man bad looked at the third man so closely. He gave a start and said: “Were you not there in the
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dolorous city?”
“That’s a good guess. I was there in the dolorous city.”
“I didn’t find it easy to recognize you because your face has become a travesty of itself; but when you were in
the dolorous city and among those who awaited their death your face was in good shape. How came it to be so
misshapen now and when did this thing happen?”
The third man felt abashed at this and said hesitantly: “Well, it’s like this. No sooner did I leave those people in
the lurch my face began to get warped.”
“I wonder how you managed to get away from there. All roads leading out of the dolorous city are sealed.
Didn’t they nab you?”
“How could they? It would have been all up with me if they had recognized me. But my face, twisted out of
shape, no longer looked the same.”
“Which means,” the first man remarked, “that your distorted face proved to be your deliverer.”
The second man said: “No need to feel so pleased about it yet. We don’t know yet where this man really is. If
he is still hiding somewhere over there they are sure to flush him out, maybe today, maybe tomorrow, and clap
him in the goal.”
“This is the reason why I feel so apprehensive and wish to move about and find my bearings.”
“What difference would it make if you manage to find your bearings,” said the second man.
“I will devise some means of escaping from there.”
“Devise means of escaping?” the second man watched him intently.
“Don’t you know, missing man, that all routes are blocked?”
“That’s true enough, but how can I go on being a missing man like this. I must get some clue about myself and
who knows there may still be a way out just around the corner.”
“Where will you go, simple-minded man, once you find a way out?” asked the second man.
“That’s no problem. I will be back here. After all, those who came before had come here too.”
The first man glared at him: “Back here? What do you want to come here now for? Didn’t I let you know that
my dead body is lying here with no place to bury it in?”
The third man was thoroughly confused: “One hell of a problem this! Where shall I go then?”
The second man looked at both of them and said: “You ugly mugs, didn’t I tell you what the man from Gaya
had said: All lands oppress and all which is beneath the sky false and those who have been uprooted can never
find a haven.”
“So?” asked the third man in despair.
The second man fixed his gaze upon him and stared at him for so long that the third man felt he was becoming
inert. At last he said: “So you sit down, missing man, don’t ask where you are and believe that you are dead.”
33.122 Lending A Helping Hand\fn{by Rajam Krishnan (1925- )} Musiri, Tiruchirappalli District, Tamil Nadu
State, India (F) 4
Unused to working the pestle, Ranjani struggled fiercely to grind the coriander seeds. Her sari slipped from
her shoulder, perspiration dripped from her brow. . .
“Why you, what are you grinding? Is it for the sambar?” Her mother-in-law, Rukmani, had come sharp-eyed
into the kitchen. Without waiting for a reply, she asked, “For pity’s sake, what are you using the cumin for?”
“For the rasam, Mother.”
“Then, what’s that cooking on the stove?”
“Rasam, Mother.”
Nostrils flaring, cheeks quivering, her mother-in-law leapt to point out:
“The smell of asafetida is filling the place. Does anyone ever use it for cooking rasam? What ignorance!”
While the daughter-in-law looked back ruefully, Ananth, her husband, came in carrying their whimpering
child. Even before Ranjani could wash her hands, the child leaped into her arms.
“Can’t you hold the child for a bit?” she asked gently. “He doesn’t like being with me.”
“Why wouldn’t he, if you played with him a little?”
“Oh, yes,” interjected the mother-in-law. “Do you think the child will know a parent if he sees him just once a
week? Even the mother, he doesn’t get to see for a whole day. Go, go—I will manage the cooking. Just yesterday,
‘he’ said he couldn’t bring himself to touch the rasam. It will be the same today.”
Ranjani by now was hardened to her mother-in-law’s remarks. Holding her child, she stood aside, and watched

964

her mother-in-law dissolving tamarind, frying the vegetables, seasoning the food, meticulously measuring out
minute quantities of each spice. What energy, for someone in her sixty-fifth year! The troublesome coriander was
ground to a fine paste in just half a minute. Gas for cooking, and a pressure cooker had come into the house only
after Ranjani’s marriage. Her father-in-law, refusing to accept these conveniences, insisted that his food be cooked
in the traditional way, and rotis baked only over coals. This obstinacy was meant to control not only his diet, but
the newly arrived daughter-n-law.
Rukmani would go out every morning for just half an hour, after finishing the cooking by nine o’clock and
serving a second cup of coffee to her husband. This was the time of her freedom. She was supposed to visit
temples. However, in this short space of time many family matters would be talked about with friends and
neighbors-the role of husbands, questions of family prestige, stories about sons and daughters-in-law, dowries for
daughters, and their trousseau. At the same time, she would buy the vegetables for the evening meal, and arrive
home by nine-thirty on the dot. Only after her return would her husband start his ablutions and his prayers. At
leisure, he would then sit down to eat, slowly and appreciatively, the rotis cooked by his wife over the coals. By
the time he had finished, it would be twelve-thirty.
Ananth stayed clear of all this. On holidays he would finish his meal by ten. Even if Rukmani said, “You have
a child now, why don’t you eat,” Ranjani wouldn’t eat. She would eat only with her mother-in-law. The food
would be cold by then. Left-over rotis, curry, not left over all that much, rasam that had begun to thicken.
Rukmani would feed her daughter-in-law, and then eat whatever was finally left over.
This Ranjani found pathetic. Father-in-Iaw’s orders were that nothing from the morning meal should be left
over for the evening. For Ranjani, all this was new and strange.
Today, Rukmani was a little late starting for “the temple.” Buvanammbal came searching for her.
“Auntie, aren’t you coming to the temple? Is the daughter-in-law here?”
Obviously she hadn’t come just to call Auntie to the temple. Ranjani put the child, already asleep on her
shoulder, into the cradle in the front room.
“Yes, she has got leave.\fn{Permission to visit.} She has come. Once the leave is over, she will go back."
Buvanammbal got up to look at the child in the cradle.
“Your grandson is the spitting image of you, Auntie. And just as it should be. Her people have put a bracelet on
the child’s arm. It’s quite heavy too! Must be a poun.\fn{A note reads: Derived from the English word “pound,” is a measured
weight equivalent to that of an old English gold sovereign coin .}
“I never ask about such things,” said Rukmani.
“What does it matter if you don’t ask? They know what should be done for the child. He’s the firstborn grandchild! And what has she brought for you from her parents’ house? A boiler? Pankaja had brought her youngest
daughter the new, coal-free electric boiler. It’s so nice and compact!”
Ranjani, startled, looked at her mother-in-law. She hadn’t known about these customs. The bracelet was not
real gold. It was gold-plated silver.
“She—she doesn’t run a family here,” Rukmani said. “She goes to work. The family just loiters between here
and Pondicherry. When the marriage was being arranged, she decided to begin work on a Ph.D. We thought she
would get it soon after marriage. It’s three years now. A child has also arrived. I don’t ask about anything.
Anyway, I got them both married properly, with proper dowry, and proper ceremonies. I saw to that. I have also
seen my two daughters give birth. After that storm subsided, now this …”
Her mother-in-law rattled on.
Ranjani was mortified. She had been twenty-eight, and he had been thirty-eight. She was the eldest daughter of
a musician, who was gifted but not with a voice, and had to go from house to house to teach music. After many
years, he married a person as poor as himself. Her younger brother, after getting a B.A., went to Bombay for a
job. She had two sisters. Father was now quite enfeebled, and Mother ran a school at home. Ranjani herself,
though not fair, was tall, good-looking, and very clever in her studies. After getting an M.A. in English literature,
she had enrolled for a Ph.D. Then she agreed to this marriage. Ananth, though working in a bank, had been very
interested in literature. He was present at every literary meeting in the city, and took part in debates and
discussions as well.
Since Ananth had refused to get married earlier, his two younger brothers had married first and started their
own families. One went to Dubai to earn money. Another left for the all-wealthy America. For Rukmani, who
used to wait patiently till ten or eleven at night to feed her bachelor son, and who washed his clothes, it was a
comfort that at last he had decided to marry a girl of his own choice—one he had met at a discussion. She wasn’t
of another caste.\fn{A note reads: From the style of the Tamil dialogue, it is clear that the characters are all brahmins .} She didn’t

965

wear her sari below her navel. She covered herself modestly and did obeisance to her future father-in-law and
mother-in-law. Ananth had said:
“Mother, this is she—Ranjani—whom I told you about.”
Ranjani, when she looked up gently, saw that her future father-in-law didn’t seem gentle enough to approve of
her. From under raised eyebrows, he stared haughtily at her.
“You—” he addressed his son. “What has she studied?”
Ranjani had replied herself, “An M.A. in literature. Soon I hope to complete my Ph.D.” She had hoped he
would ask what her subject was.
“Ha! What Ph.D.? What are you people going to do with a Ph.D.?” he had snarled.
Afterwards, the mother had asked her son if the girl worked. Yes, he had told her, she was a lecturer at a
college.
A simple marriage was performed at Vadapalani Temple. Her father-in-law didn’t even talk to her father.
Without even eating the wedding meal, he had gone home. A week later, when her leave was over, Ranjani got
ready to go.
“Is she going away?” the mother had asked her son.
“Yes, Mother … there’s the college …”
After Ananth saw Ranjani off at the railway station, Rukmani had confronted him.
“Where’s the need for her to work? You have married late. Shouldn’t she stay home nicely and look after
you?”
He said nothing. If he visited Ranjani one weekend, she would come for the next. Rukmani didn’t think of the
time when she had waited up for her son to come home. It hadn’t mattered. Now it did matter that she waited for
her daughter-in-law, even when told not to.
At the end of the first year of marriage, in the summer, the daughter-in-law came for the holidays.
Rukmani had suggested civilly:
"Why do you need to work? In another four or five months, it will be time for the baby. Father-in-law doesn’t
like you working at all. Even our Rama and Shamba are educated—but it’s not our custom to send them to work.”
The daughter-in-law said nothing. Later she tried again.
“There’s no rest for me, you know. There are three different meals to be prepared for the three here. When he
was working, my husband was always on the move like his trains. And with five children I had to manage this
house alone. At nine at night he would demand that I cook him turnips for dinner. He should want for nothing.
Even for a day, the seasoning shouldn’t lack in anything. I never had any time even to sit on my doorstep. No time
to go to a temple, or bathe in its tank, or go to the cinema or drama . That’s how I ran this house. Now, he says,
‘When I worked, I had to eat on the run—now, why don’t you give me something tasty to eat?’ It’s right, isn’t it?
Just half an hour in the morning, and a little time in the evening to light a lamp to God, that’s all the time I have
for myself. Even at this stage, if I have to look after a grown son, his food, his needs, it’s difficult.”
All this torrent was not without its effect on the daughter-in-law, but not exactly as Rukmani had intended.
Ananth heard of this later. The pressure cooker came. Gas, registered for long ago, also came, at last, after he
was victorious in getting a “recommendation.” He even started to wash and iron his own clothes.
“How our son has changed! As long as we were the ones working, he didn’t bother about a thing. Since the
wife came, things are done without a word being said,” she told her husband. Inwardly, she was proud.
“Yes, be proud, and do your salaams to her,” He had said. “Tomorrow she will get transferred here, dump her
child on you, and go to work—and you will look on!”
To prevent that from happening, when Ranjani visited her next, Rukmani had stopped her from helping in the
kitchen.
“It’s confusing if two cooks work together. When I went to give him his towel, you had already made the curd
chutney. For him, curds should be mixed in only when he is sitting down to eat. Rotis shouldn’t be made before
the meal. They should be cooked one by one as he eats. Yesterday, I cooked the rice after you cleaned it. He found
a stone in it. He pushed the rice aside. Nowadays, they turn off the current. It is so humid. We need to fan him. I
am accustomed to it. It’s the training I got from my mother-in-law! Would you be able to be so disciplined?”
Ranjani, though irked, felt sorry for her mother-in-law. While eating, she reminded her about the matter of the
boiler.
“We don’t know what all your customs are. The electric boiler—shall I buy it\fn{I.e., buy the electricity to run it.} in
the evening?”
“We know you work—but you don’t have to show off immediately.. There are customs known to elders. They
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should have known what they should do when they send you back with your new baby and so on … but nothing
happens these days according to the customs.”
Such a conventional attitude stuck in Ranjani’s throat. Instead of respect for a woman’s economic
independence, there was this harping on her limp dependence on her family—when would it cease?
“I feel sad about Mother’s life,” she said later to Ananth. “When there is no current, she sits up all night
fanning Father. Deep in her heart she is fond of me, but doesn’t know how to show it. Poor thing. How frugal she
is, and careful in her work. When she draws a kolam in front of the threshold, the lines are clean and straight as if
drawn with a taut string. She used to sing well, didn’t she?”
“So you have become an ‘admirer’ of Mother’s—you can’t change her story. It won’t work with Father. He is
not like me.”
“I’m trying to get into City College here. I’m going to get your father’s imperial fiat rescinded.”
Ananth warned her:
“Look here, why get into all this trouble? Mother actually likes being bullied by Father like this. Don’t stick
your head into that. That’s my advice. Later, there will only be misunderstandings and squabbles, that’s all.”
But Ranjani didn’t agree. Despite her mother-in-law’s strong protests, she started doing things in the kitchen.
“Mother, you look after the child. See if I don’t learn cooking.”
She pushed her further.
“Mother, I have heard you sing very well. Though my father and mother are musicians, I have no talent. Do
sing a little song.”
Who doesn’t melt at praise? Later:
“Mother, with such a lovely voice, and such talent, still you don’t sing. Did you ever study music?”
“Beginning when I was ten, they taught me for four years. After coming here, there was no singing or dancing.
He doesn’t approve. If ever there was a good concert over the radio, one longed to listen—but that was never
possible.”
“Mother, next month there’s a festival at the Subramanyaswami Temple in our village. For ten days there will
be good concerts. Just come. My mother will look after us. You also need a change.”
“It is just not possible to go and stay at a place from which a bride has come into our house. Your father-in-law
would never allow it.”
“Let him come also.”
“Aiyo! In the old days it was another type of problem. Now he won’t consider leaving home.”
“Shall I ask him? It’s because he doesn’t get a change either that he keeps driving you so.”
“No, don’t, my dear. He will bark at you. From the age of thirteen—since I came here—I have slaved right
through. I am used to it now. Let my days end like this. I only pray I should close my eyes before he does, and
pass away auspiciously as a married woman.”
Her eyes glistened with tears.
Ranjani remembered two lines of a poem by Bharati:\fn{ C. Subrahmanya Bharati (d.1922).}
The little deep coils of slavehood
With fire we shall burn them through;
Human lives with spirit are endowed—
Only they enslave who truly are insane.

The lines clashed and clanged in her heart. It would be seventy years since the poet sang thus. From one’s
birthplace to bring a dowry. Despite all sense, blindly to sink deeper into slavish beliefs—and then to call this our
custom! This still-prevalent belief—when will we set it aside? When will we trample it down!
When Ranjani was leaving, Rukmani wept.
“I pray that somehow you will get posted here. Or else that somehow he should get transferred there—Ananth
was telling Father.” Her voice quavered.
“Don’t worry, Mother,” Ranjani said. “I am going to come and live with you here.”
Later, her husband said:
“You woman. What did she so unctuously fool you about? She is going to come here? And you will wash her
saris and send her off to college? Aren’t you ashamed? You are old—so I permit you to visit temples—if she
comes that will come to a stop also. I have told Ananth to go there, himself. We don’t need the money of any son.”
Rukmani looked at him angrily for the first time. She felt deep down: she is educated, she works, she is
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superior. Ranjani had said once, “For Father-in-law, I bought this sweater. It is not too heavy. It will be good for
the winter season.”
He had tossed it aside. All right. Then Ranjani had bought her a fine mustard-colored sari. He had said,
“Aren’t you ashamed? If your son wishes to, let him buy you a sari with his own earnings. But this girl—this, this
dropping found yesterday! When we are here, who is she to buy you a sari? Instead of flinging it in her face, you
are displaying it to me.”
He had flung it at Ranjani. She had picked it up without a word and left. Even when Rukmani pushed her
away, the girl had kept calling her Mother, Mother, and had continued to do jobs she wasn’t used to. Your own
daughters, what do they do for you? Rukmani thought to herself. They wouldn’t lift a finger to help their mother.
The daughters-in-law, whose marriages had been arranged according to orthodox customs, well, the less said
about them the better. They had time only to change their saris, prettify themselves, go with their husbands to the
cinema, or ride pillion on scooters around town. All their babies they leave for “Mother” to look after. The second
son’s wife was supposed to come from an important family. If anyone from that family ever came to Madras, they
always stayed there. That woman would bring her sisters and run Rukmani ragged for ten days while she made
them all meals and snacks.
“Now you are tired, Mother. Sit and rest,” says this girl.
This girl’s affectionate concern touched her for the first time wetted the throat that had been parched for
affection for so long.
Rukmani decided to go away with her daughter-in-law for ten days. The college gave the girl four days’ leave.
She would take another four days, and with her mother-in-law visit Madurai and Kanyakumari before returning.
This was decided when Ananth next visited Pondicherry.
“For ten days serve your father, in your mother’s place,” said Ranjani to her husband. In the half hour allowed
to her in the morning for temple visits, Rukmani got ready for the journey. Ananth was already at the bus stop
carrying her bag with a change of clothes.
This new freedom took Rukmani back to her youth. At the Pondicherry bus stop, Ranjani was waiting for her
with her aged father.
“I thought you might come by the morning bus, so I asked Father to wait here for you. I’m so happy to see you
here.”
With this welcome she led her to their home, an old-fashioned tiled house with few comforts, but with two
very affectionate younger sisters. One had earned a B.A., the other an M.A. In the evening she was taken to the
beach, to the Aurobindo Ashram. After two days of such welcome, and such hospitality, daughter-in-law and
mother-in-law departed. In Madurai, they were received by Ranjani’s uncle’s son. After two days there, they went
to Kanyakumari, the point where the three seas meet. After a dip and divine audience, there was rest in a hotel
room!
“It would have been nice if Ananth had also come along. Everyone wishes to travel with her husband, but you
have brought along your mother-in-law,” Rukmani said.
“We will come together some day. It will happen. But you must understand. If one is a slave, and thinks that is
happiness, how can the family flourish? First he said he would come. But Father was so shocked that I asked him
to stay back with him.
“Father tells me to stop working. It’s not just the pay. My education, my status, can I set all this aside, and
stand at the kitchen door and gossip about others? The world has changed. One cannot abandon one’s
responsibilities. If I try my best, and you try your best—what can’t we accomplish?”
“You are right, my dear. Even for an anna, I have to ask him. It is very difficult. Just to make sure that we are
totally dependent, ‘he’ doesn’t want us to work. Now I understand.” Her voice quavered.
In Madras, after their return, Ranjani rode high on her triumph. But Rukmani had only her shyness with which
to hold up her head. After all, she was not a little girl. What would ‘he’ do? It is He who needs her now, she
thought, steeling herself.
“We didn’t expect you at the station. Hello, how is Father?” asked Ranjani.
He said nothing as they arranged for a vehicle to carry them, their baggage, their palm-leaf boxes, and their
baskets home.
“Did you cook?” she persisted.
“Come home and see. Father himself cooks.”
At the doorstep, they heard voices. Who has arrived, Rukmani wondered, startled. .
“Who? Chambu? When did you come from Hyderabad?”
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“You should be ashamed of yourself,” stormed her daughter. “Leaving Father like this. You went away
emboldened by your working daughter-in-law. And this fellow,” pointing to Ananth, “stood by silent. I thought as
much even then. Even before marriage, the way she got around you! This mother will do whatever anyone asks. I
knew she would get around to it. That’s how she will dump her child on you and go to work. I have also studied. I
was offered a job in the Reserve Bank. But in my house I wasn’t permitted to work! Father telegraphed me saying
he was ill. I came home straightaway, and was so ashamed. This fellow was cooking, and Father dicing the
vegetables!”
Rukmani couldn’t breathe.
“Wait, wait, Chambu. What has happened? Mother needed a change. Father wouldn’t let her go—that’s why I
took her along. What’s wrong with that? She is also a person.”
“Yes, yes, my girl. How is it you show all the sympathy we don’t seem to have? You will have first one, then
two children. You need someone to look after the house. You don’t have five poun worth of jewelry. Mother has
jewels. Such cheek, you, fooling innocent Mother! You have taken her around without a male escort! I had asked
for a gold knotted chain of two pouns—will she give it to me now?”
Ranjani stood dumbfounded. Her uneducated mother-in-law could be convinced without great difficulty—but
how was one to deal with this woman with a master’s degree?
Ananth winked as if to ask, “How will you shake this imperial flag?”
236.113 Excerpt from Folklore Of Madhya Pradesh\fn{by Shyam Parmar (1925- )} Madhya Pradesh State, India
(M) 6
1: Sona and Rupa
Once upon a time there was a prince. One day he came out of his palace riding on a stout black mare. She
never brought him disappointment whenever he went for hunting. By habit he used to take his bow and arrows
and start for the forest as soon as the sun rose pretty high.
One day he returned home before it was sunset. Thinking the mare to be thirsty, he turned her reins towards a
streamlet which flowed by the palace. The red glow of the setting sun had changed the water to scarlet red and the
reflection of the black mare was swayed about on the surging surface of the stream.
But what a sight did he see! Silver and golden locks of hair were floating over the surface of the water.
Maidens having golden and silver hair might be taking a bath somewhere upstream, he thought. He contemplated
as to how prettier they would be whose hair were so beautiful.
He picked up the locks and stood quiet beside himself. Then he tucked the hair in his turban and jumped over
his mare. Soon the black mare, raising clouds of dust, was galloping towards the palace.
In the palace it was time for supper. The queen enquired the whereabouts of the prince from her maid-servants.
All they knew was they had seen him coming towards the palace. Every nook and comer was searched but the
prince was not found.
In the meantime one of the female servants happened to go to the store-room to bring some sugar. There she
saw the prince lying as if in great pain. The prince stopped her and said,
Maid-servant, give not me out or thou diest.”
But the woman and the wind cannot keep a secret. She acquainted the queen with the situation. Fearing the
prince, the queen took up a winnowing basket and husking and rebuking the maid, came up to the dark room
shouting,
“Thou silly girl, how hast thou swept this part of the floor.” Then, as if she had caught sight of the prince all of
a sudden, she said,
“Well dear son, you are here. What has happened to you? Why are you upset? Just tell me if anybody has
insulted you, I shall get him beheaded. Or if anybody jeered at you, tell me and I will have his eyes taken out or if
somebody raised a finger against you, I shall get his finger taken off. But do tell me what is the trouble with you.”
The prince took out the lock which he had tucked in his turban and showing it to the queen said,
“I will marry the girls having such hair. Do this, I stay here; refuse, I leave.” The queen said,
“Dear son, it is not a difficult job. Don’t trouble yourself on such a petty affair.”
“But I must have the girls having these very type of hair,” said the prince.
“Yes, my dear little one, you will have them by all means,” assured the queen. But the next moment she felt
giddy and stumbled down as she tried to walk out.
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Presently, messengers were dispatched to search out those particular types of girls. Through an announcement
all the young maidens were required to walk before the palace bare-headed.
On the following day the pageant began. All the ladies passed bare- headed by the palace in a procession. The
prince watched it as it moved. But none of the required type could be found among them.
All of a sudden the prince discerned two girls, having golden and silver hair, sitting in the royal enclosure. He
pointed them out to the queen. The queen was stunned but supporting herself, somehow, she said,
“Oh dear, they are your sisters, Sona and Rupa.” The prince's countenance fell. But he was obstinate,
“Marry them I will, whoever they be. And if you don’t comply with my wish, I shall be gone,” he said.
The king tried to bring him round, the maidens of the palace tried to dissuade him and the queen entreated him
with hands folded in request, but the prince's mind was made up. At last the preparations for the marriage were
made. A grand pavilion of green bamboos was erected. Passing from ear to ear this news also reached Sona and
Rupa. They were amazed, their faces fell and their eyes were full of tears.
Now on the bank of the river there was a sandal tree which these princesses had watered and nursed since .heir
early childhood. It had now become full grown with the princesses’ attainment of maidenhood. When the date
fixed for marriage arrived and all preparations were complete, they sought refuge on the sandal tree to save their
virginity.
When the time for the wedding rites approached, a search for the princesses was made and they were found
sitting on the sandal tree. Attendants went under the tree and requested them to come down. But the princesses
were firm. Then, the king himself came and said:
Utaro utra ho mahari Sona Bai Rupa Bai betyan
Lagnya ki beta yon hui rahi.
*
Come down, come down ye daughters
My Sona-Rupa daughters,
The hour for marriage has come.

Sona and Rupa answered:
Pelan to ham Dayaji ho keta. Dayaji ho keta
Abe Sasaraji ho kesen kangan,
Bad bad ho mhara chandan ka rukhara.
*
We called you father, dear
And father dear we called.
How shall we call you father-in-law?
High, high, O chandan tree.

The two sisters did not come down. The whole family assembled there; and lastly carne the prince himself. He
said:
Come down, come down my sisters
O Sona-Rupa sisters,
The hour for marriage has come.

The two sisters responded:
We called you brother, dear
And brother dear we called you.
How shall we call you husband dear?
High, high, O sandal tree.

And all of a sudden clouds thundered, the tree had burst open and within no time the two sisters were deep
down the tree.\fn{A note says that this is a Malwi folktale:H}
2: Biran Bai
There lived seven brothers and a sister in a village. The sister’s name was Biran Bai.
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When their parents were to set out on a long pilgrimage, they called all the seven daughters-in-law. The mother
said:
“Look, my dear daughters-in-law, keep my only daughter, Biran Bai happy and do not extract any work of
her.” The daughters-in-law said,
“Our most venerated Sasuji, we do instruct her—but in your presence only. And when you are away we don’t
ask her to remove a straw even. We are fortunate to have a beautiful and tender sister-in-law. Moreover, she has
always enjoyed rich affection and love than any of her brother. So leave her solely to our care.”
In course of time the parents were away on pilgrimage and the brothers also remained out on business purpose.
One day when they were out as usual, their wives decided to dig some yellow earth. Biran Bai was very much
enthusiastic. She immediately responded to the idea,
“Yes, yes, let us be off.”
All set out for the yellow-earth mine. While the wives dug ordinary earth, Biran Bai filled the basket with
pearls. Seeing this, the wives were green with jealousy. They said to themselves,
“This flirt of a girl is very wicked. She must be well off in sorcery. We must do something about that or else
she may bring troubles, nobody knows what!” In the afternoon, when they were preparing to return, Biran Bai
asked,
“May I accompany you? I can carry this load pretty well.”
“No, no, you have never carried any weight so far. We are afraid if anything happens to you, our husbands
would be very angry. You just wait here; we shall soon return after unloading our baskets.”
Poor Biran waited for them, not knowing what evil intention they had in their minds. She sat there for the
whole day but none of them returned.
It was evening now. A band of minstrels passed that way. Biran Bai requested one of the minstrels,
“Maharaj, please help me lift up the basket.” Seeing no one around, the minstrel asked her,
“Baccha, why are you here all alone?”
Biran Bai related the whole story. The minstrel availed of the opportunity and took her in his band. Her wailing
proved to be weeping in wilderness.
Days went by. The minstrel at first did not allow her to go anywhere. But soon he began to send her for
begging in small villages. He forbade her to go into the village she belonged to. He had frightened her saying that
she would get nothing in that village and it is very likely that somebody might kidnap her. Owing to fear Biran
Bai dared not to go that side.
One day when the minstrel was ill, she forgot his warning and unknowingly reached the same lane of the
village in which her house was situated. One of her sisters-in-law was standing at the door. Biran began to sing:
Sat bhai ki eke Biran Bai
Motida khodta ho Jogida pakriya ho
Mai mai bhikshya de
*
Seven brothers had a sister, named Biran Bai.
While she dug pearls a wandering minstrel caught her.
O mother, give alms.

In the meantime her mother came out and said,
“What dost thou sing, child, repeat it again.”
Biran Bai sang again and the mother marked in her a close resemblance of her Biran who had fallen prey, as
per her daughters-in-law’s report, to a crumble of a mine while digging yellow-earth. The mother then asked,
“Where dost thou live child? Wouldst thou come here daily? I shall take thee to be my daughter and give rich
alms.”
Now Biran Bai recalled all the past to her mind and related the previous account. Her sorrowful tale made both
weep. Thus Biran Bai came back to her house.
Now her parents thought of her marriage. When the minstrel came to know of her departure, he arrived at her
house after his recovery from long illness. At that time the betrothal ceremony was going on. At this he said:
“Engage her you may to another, but as a disciple she is mine.” At the time of her marriage he came again and
said,
“Marry her you may, but as a disciple she is mine.” When the wedding was over and Biran Bai was on the
point of departure for her father-in-law’s house, he came again and said:
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“Take away the bride you may, but as a disciple she is mine.” That way the minstrel followed Biran Bai to all
places. When the marriage party reached home, then too, he came and said:
“The marriage party has returned, but as a disciple the bride is mine.”
Thus, the minstrel began to tease her at all places. She was horrified and haunted. She asked her husband and
his people to keep her under seven locks, lest the hermit would take her away.
Her bed was laid under seven locks. The night was dark. There was a noise outside. Biran Bai was awakened;
she said:
The first lock has been opened,
my mother-in-law, wake up.
The second lock has been opened,
my father-in-law, wake up.
The third lock has been opened,
my elder brother-in-law, wake up.
The fourth lock has been opened,
my elder sister-in-law, wake up.
The fifth lock has been opened
my younger brother-in-law, wake up.
The sixth lock has been opened,
my younger sister-in-law, wake up.
The seventh lock has been opened,
my husband, please wake up.

In this way Biran Bai awakened all the persons of the house. In the meantime, having broken the seventh lock
the minstrel entered Biran Bai’s chamber. All the persons caught him and gave him a good beating. After that he
never showed his face.
Now Biran Bai happily set up her home unafraid of anything. She was pleased with her husband and lived a
long life.\fn{According to a note, this is also a Malwi folktale:H}
3: The Clever Daughter-in-Law
Once a daughter-in-law of a merchant went to fetch water from a well, which was at the far end of the village.
No sooner did she pull out a bucket full of water, four travelers arrived at the well. One of the travelers said to her,
“I’m thirsty, will you kindly give me some water?”
She hesitated to comply with his request, firstly because she was not. fully clothed, and secondly there was no
tumbler for water. She, therefore, thought of some excuse for not giving them water at the well. So she put a
question:
“May I know who are you?”
“A traveler,” replied the first man. She supplemented a further question:
“There are only two travelers, which one are you?”
The man could not answer. The daughter-in-law on finding him perplexed said,
“Unless you answer my question I shall not give you water.”
She then poured the water in a pitcher and pulled another bucket. Just then the second traveler came forward
and asked for water. The woman threw the same question at him:
“Who are you?"
“I’m a poor man,” said the second traveler.
“There are only two kinds of poor people, which one are you?”
The second traveler also failed to answer and didn’t get water. Then the third man turned up. He was
questioned as the other two. He called himself illiterate. The daughter-in-law asked,
“There are only two kinds of illiterate people, which one are you?” The question made him confounded.
Lastly came the fourth traveler. He said that he was a fool. Hence, he was further asked which one of the two
kinds of fools he was. The woman finished her task and lifting up her pitcher she said:
“If you all are thirsty, come along with me to my place. There you will get water.
The travelers followed the daughter-in-law to her house. On reaching home the daughter-in-law first placed the
pitcher on its stand and thereafter dressing herself properly, she filled a tumbler and came out in the verandah.
She gave water to all the thirsty travelers, who resumed their journey on quenching their thirst. Her father-in-law,
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the merchant, saw all this from another verandah. He spoke to himself:
“My son is not here and his wife brings outsiders in the house. This is not good. I shouldn’t remain quiet when
things like these happen before my eyes. Something must be done immediately. One’s own boil cannot be cured
by one’s own hands.”
Thinking in these terms, the merchant went to the King and related the story about his daughter-in-law’s
behaviour. The King summoned the woman through a guard. When her mother-in-law came to know about this,
she was terribly disturbed and asked her,
“O my daughter-in-law, did you have any quarrel at the well?”
The fair lady simply nodded her head to say “no”. Then she went to the guard and requested him to go and ask
the King whether she is being summoned as a daughter or a daughter-in-law. After some time the guard came
back with a palanquin and said that she was being called as a daughter-in-law. So she sat in the palanquin and
reported to the King.
“Why did you call the four men to your house when your husband was away?” enquired the King. The woman
explained,
“To give a glass of water to a thirsty traveler is the duty of a housewife. When I went to fetch water, I was
scantily clothed. I couldn’t have given them water at the well because of my little clothing. So I found a way of
bringing the travelers home by asking them questions of the riddle-type. My questions were such that they were
unable to answer.”
“What were your questions?” asked the King.
The woman repeated the questions. The courtiers and the King failed to answer. On being confused, the King
requested her to tell the appropriate answers. The woman said,
“In my opinion, the answer to my first question is that there are only two travelers—the Sun and the Moon.
The answer to my second question is that a cow and a daughter-in-law are the only creatures who could be classed
as poor. The third question involves the answer as water and food’. They go with everyone like the illiterate
fellows.” The woman continued:
“When the fourth man replied that he was a fool, and on my further enquiry that which of the two fools he was,
the answer was nil.”
“Do you mean there are only two kinds of fools?” asked the King with curiosity.
“Yes, very much,” replied the daughter-in-law.
“Who are they? Tell me quickly,” asked the King. The girl said,
“If you forgive me, I shall answer the question.”
“Don’t hesitate to answer before the court.”
“There are two fools at the moment. One is my father-in-law who reported against me to the court without
finding out the facts and the other is the King who, without considering his daughter-in-law’s social honour, called
her before the court.”
On hearing this, the King was very much nonplussed, but in his heart of hearts he was full of praise for the
woman.\fn{According to a note, this is a Bundelkhandi folktale:H}
4: A Dhanwar And A Crow
Deep in the forest there once lived a Dhanwar with his children. His daily routine was to go out for hunting
and bring whatever he could get to support his family. Though he used to grow paddy, kodo, kootki, and jowar, he
had to depend mainly on his hunt.
The Dhanwar had kept a crow as his pet. The crow used to fly away in the morning and return at dusk. As a
part of his habit, the crow used to visit the court of Lord Brahma. There was a neem tree outside the door of the
court. Here the crow happened to sit and listen to all the proceedings of the court. On his return, the crow used to
tell all the petty things to the Dhanwar, which he had heard that day. The Dhanwar used to listen to the crow from
time to time.
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† Brahma, the Creator-god, the Self-born, Lord of Speech, Origin of the Four Vedas †
Once as usual the crow was sitting on the neem tree and listening to all that was going in the court. Brahma’s
munshi was taking down whatever was being spoken by his master.
“This time there will be no rainfall,” Brahma said. “Hence, there will be a famine. It will rain only in
mountains.”
For the crow it was the only important thing which he heard from Brahma’s mouth. The crow went to Dhanwar
and said,
“This time the rains will be confined to the mountains. You should, therefore, make your fields on the
mountains and grow whatever you wish to.”
Keeping in mind what the crow had said, the Dhanwar started making his fields on one of the mountains. In
course of time the fields were ready and he put some manure in them and thereafter sowed a variety of paddy.
There was sufficient rainfall on the mountains, but at other places not even a drop of water fell. Lord Brahma
came to know about the well-grown fields of the Dhanwar. The following year he said to his munshi:
“Now there will be a great famine. Everywhere rich crops will be damaged by pests and insects like dhon,
chuhka, fafa and katua.”
The crow heard this and conveyed it to his master. The Dhanwar was upset when he heard this. But the crow
continued,
“The number of pests and insects would be only one lakh,\fn{100,000} so you should call about to lakh
Chhanchhad and Maina birds. That is how you would be able to save your crops.”
The Dhanwar did as guided by the crow. On his invitation two lakh birds came and spread over his fields. No
sooner did the pests and insects come, they were attacked by the birds and swallowed. The Dhanwar’s fields were
green as before and yielded a rich harvest. Lord Brahma came to know about this as before.
The crow as usual was sitting by the side of the court of Brahma. The lord was dictating something to his
munshi. He uttered,
“This year there will be an unavoidable famine. Those who will transplant dry stalks of paddy will get good
yield.”
The crow heard this and conveyed it to the Dhanwar. His master carried out the instructions suggested by him
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(the crow) to meet the calamity. This way the Dhanwar could save his crop once again.
The next year the crow heard Brahma saying that there would be one lakh rats to eat away the crops. The crow
again warned his master and advised him to call two lakh cats. The Dhanwar followed his advice. Cats,
numbering two lakh, went about in the fields and when the rats came they could get only half a rat each as their
meal.
Brahma was perplexed, as the Dhanwar was not at all affected. He asked his munshi to record his words:
“Those who will not separate the seeds from the stalks in time, their crops will not grow. Also without cowdung treatment as manure will not get anything in return.”
This time, the Dhanwar again took care of the instructions he had received through his pet, the crow.
Those who are alert, vigilant and cautious are never deceived in times of difficulties. Success ever follows
them.\fn{According to a note, this is a Chhattisgarhi folktale:H}
78.381 Suddenly Bright\fn{by Mohan Rakesh (1925-1972)} Amritsar, Amritsar District, Punjab State, India (M) 5
Bachan had just dozed off when a door creaked and she woke up, tense. No, it was perhaps Iravati opening the
door of the courtyard. The peon Ganeshan was back home. Which meant that it must be past six. Suddenly
boredom and vacuity surged through her weary body. Binni had failed to turn up last night; the day had drearily
dragged on into the night and still there was no sign of him. It was only because of him that she passed her days in
this forsaken place, like an alien, where nobody understood her and she understood none. If at all, she sometimes
talked in broken Hindi, with Iravati, the peon’s wife. But their respective versions of Hindi were so heavily
interlaced with their own dialects that they hardly coincided into comprehension. Iravati turned a blank face even
at her most elementary remarks expressed in the simplest of words, and she would throw up her arms in despair at
her own helplessness. And look at this boy, Binni! Was he concerned as to how she passed her days and how she
sat out the nights, worrying over his non-appearance? No! He would come home if he felt like it or stayed put
where he was.
A sow followed by her litter of six, each no taller than nine inches, appeared near the well. Reaching the
decayed mulberry tree the sow sniffed at the gutter once or twice, snorted and sprawled in the cesspool under the
tree. Her young ones hovered about her, waiting for her to get up.
Pigs, pigs, pigs. The narrow lane swarmed with them. The people of the locality had only two occupations—
raising pigs and distilling illicit liquor. The locality was within half a mile of Santa Cruz Airport, but the police
cocked a blind eye at the goings-on. Jacob, Monica’s father, had his still right in the lane, open to public gaze. He
was the ace drunkard of the locality. When deep in his cups, he would go up and down the lane, singing,
Oh, that I had wings of angels
Here to spread and heavenwards fly

This evening, like all other days, he came staggering by the parapet of the well. Bachan was ignorant of what
he sang. But his gurgling, throaty voice was sufficient to strike terror in her heart:
Oh, that I had wings of angels,
Here to spread and heavenwards fly …
I would seek the gates of Zion
Far beyond the starry sky …

“Hoi, ho, ho, ho! Oh that …”
His flat, pock-marked wrinkled face reminded one of termite-eaten wood and he looked terrifying in his
loosely hanging black suit. On hearing his voice Bachan would quickly bolt the door. Many a time she had asked
Binni to shift to some other house. But he always shrugged off her request, saying that no better house could be
had in Bombay for a rent of twenty rupees.
The lower part of the chimney of the hurricane lamp was covered with soot. But Bachan had no urge to clean
it. As a matter of routine she lighted the lamp, keeping the wick low, bowed to an unknown god and sat down with
hands clasped around the knees. Under the wicker chair lay Lalli’s postcard. His handwriting was familiar but she
did not know how to read. She did not like the way Binni read out these letters to her. He would rush through the
letter, in one breath, toss it in a corner without comment and start gossiping about one thing or the other. He
treated the letter as if it was not from his elder brother but from an unknown entity. Bachan would feel hurt. But
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he knew how to appease her.
“Mother, our younger son is a lazy lout! Isn’t it?”
“No, no,” she would protest. “You, lazy lout? You, the light of my eyes …” And her lips would lightly caress
his brow.
Often when Binni passed the nights outside, she felt terribly depressed. The narrow dingy walls seemed to
close in on her. She would lie tossing the whole night, and if she dozed off, her sleep was disturbed with terrible
dreams, and she tried to keep awake.
And when he came he was always lost in thought. She could not understand the worry that gnawed at his heart.
He earned about fifty or sixty rupees doing tuitions. But in reality he was no better than an unemployed. If in any
month he earned a few extra rupees he would at once come out with a few demands. “Mother, I must have two
shirts and a pair of shoes.” A faint smile would hover around her lips. Did he think he could buy the whole world
with ten rupees? And when his earnings fell he had an equally facile solution for the problem. “Mother, no milk
and vegetables this month. Only dal, onions, and dry chapatis. These, and nothing else, eh!” He had high
ambitions and while talking about his plans, he would often work himself up into a harangue. But the world in
which he hoped to realize his ambitions was yet to be born. “Mother, my abilities are all in here.” He would flick
his fingers excitedly at his stomach. “Like musk in a deer’s belly, do you hear? When I get a break, you’ll get the
surprise of your life.”
Odd-looking friends accompanied him and stayed on for days on end. Perhaps they had no homes of their own.
When they sat down to eat they would fling all decorum to the winds and scramble for chapatis as they came off
the oven. In no time would the pot of dal be scraped clean. Bachan would feel happy at their healthy appetites but
when their hunger remained unsatisfied she felt guilty that she had not been able to provide them with more food.
Her eyes would become wet and to hide her tears she would busy herself with some other chore.
Binni and his friend argued hotly. They stormed, and ranted, fell out, patched up, and squabbled over each
point as if the salvation of the world hinged on their discussions. As a child, Binni had always been tongue-tied.
His boisterousness now surprised Bachan. How he brought the roof down with his shouts and laughter! But when
he was gone an eerie silence choked the house and she felt the contrast oppressive.
The darkness had deepened and when Monica’s father locked himself in, Bachan again opened her door. The
sow and her litter had settled down in the courtyard of the opposite house and a fat pig sniffed and snorted at the
drain. The night had grown windy and the dry branches of the decayed mulberry tree crackled in the streaming
wind. Lightning streaked past the sky, visible through the narrow orifice of the lane. It had rained almost every
day for the past two months. The lane was slushy and squelchy.
A knock at the door. Iravati opened the door and Binni stepped in smiling.
“Sorry for the trouble, Bhabi,” Binni said. “The front is very muddy.” His hair was in a tangle; his shirt and
pajama rumpled. It seemed he had not washed since morning.
“I’m hungry, mother,” he said stretching himself on the charpoy. Bachan made no move to get up.
After waiting for sometime, Binni again repeated his request.
“I haven’t cooked today,” Bachan said. “How could I know whether your Lordship would turn up or not? Last
night’s food I ate in the morning and the morning’s in the evening. There’s nothing left. Better go to a cook-shop.”
“There’s no cook-shop near about,” Binni said getting up. “Why did you eat my share of the food?” he
whimpered like a child mock seriously. He sat by her side and held her knee. “My food, give me my food.”
“Rip open my stomach, it’s there.” Bachan had uttered these words by way of sweet reproach, but her eyes
were suddenly moist.
Binni did not notice her wet eyes. “I’m sure, it must be in the food-box,” he said getting up. Bachan quickly
wiped away her tears.
There were four chapatis neatly wrapped in a piece of cloth and a pot of cooked lentils. Binni fell to eating.
“But these are fresh chapatis,” he said, thrusting a big chunk in his mouth.
“The stale ones fall to my lot.” She placed a tumbler of water by his side. He gulped it down in one breath.
“More,” he said.
“There’s a letter from Lalli,” she said pouring water from the pitcher.
“I see.” He continued eating. His indifference pained Bachan. Placing the tumbler by his side she made off for
the courtyard and fell on the charpoy. Tears welled up in her eyes but somehow she held them back.
After some time Binni came out.
“Where’s the letter?”
“Never mind the letter,” she said in a strained voice and turned her face towards the wall.
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“Do tell me. I’ll read it to you.”
“Go to sleep. There’s nothing to read.”
Binni went in and came back with the letter. He cursorily glanced through it.
“Brother is not too well,” he said. Putting the lantern on the ground he sat down by the edge of his mother’s
cot. Bachan suddenly sat up. Binni mumbled out the first line or two and then broke into clear enunciation, at a
clipping pace. Lalli had written that his blood-pressure had again shot up, and the doctor had advised him
complete rest. Kusum was better and color had returned to her cheeks. They had shifted to a more airy house,
which was also within easy reach of the school. Diwali was approaching and the children were looking forward to
meeting their granny. Granny had been away for more than six months and they pined for her.
“And then follow the customary greetings.” Binni put down the letter.\fn{ The text has: post-card.}
“Hasn’t he mentioned the doctor who’s treating him?”
“As if you know all the doctors! What difference does it make?” Binni meant no offence. But Bachan’s heart
was lacerated. Her face became stern. “I’ll go tomorrow,” she said.
“How will I manage alone? My food …?”
Bachan looked at him reproachfully as if she wanted to say—is your food more precious than his life? “You
don’t live on my cooking …” she edged in.
“And brother’s complaint is not new,” Binni retorted.
“Anyway, I’m leaving tomorrow.” They were silent for a while. Then Binni shrugged his shoulders and got up
abruptly.
Next morning he left saying that he would be back soon and did not return till afternoon. Bachan was feeling
listless, yet she cooked the meals and attended to the daily chores. She stitched missing buttons on Binni’s shirts,
and then she collected her things. She was not sure if she would be able to leave that day. Possibly Binni might
not turn up before nightfall. It was also likely that he had no money to purchase her railway ticket. It was the
nineteenth of the month and by this time Binni was always hard up for cash. If she was forced to stay on for
another fortnight, then …
Suddenly Binni came in. With him was his long-haired friend, Shashi, whose neck always jerked like a parrot
when he spoke. He relished her cooking most.
“I’ve bought a ticket for you,” Binni said. “But why, you’re not ready.”
“You never told me?”
“When it had been decided last night, there was no need to remind you again. Now pack up quickly. The train
leaves in two hours’ time. I had to shell out twenty rupees. Taken on loan, at that.”
She began to tie her bedding.
“Get aside, mother, you don’t even know how to tie the bedding. Here, give me the string. It won’t take a
second.”
“Finish your meals. I’ll manage the bedding.”
“Shashi will eat with me. He’s mad about your dal.”
A faint smile peeped out of her tear-suffused eyes. “He’s also welcome. I’ll prepare a few more chapatis.”
“No, you needn’t prepare more chapatis, we’ll manage with whatever is available.”
“First I’ll eat,” Shashi said, “And Binni can help himself with the leftovers.” He perked up his neck and
laughed.
“Ready!” Binni rubbed his hands and joined Shashi.
“Mother, keep enough for yourself. We’ll make short work of the rest!” Shashi said, noisily gulping down the
dal. After they had finished Bachan quickly put aside the utensils.
“Now finish with your food, mother. Hurry,” Binni said rinsing his mouth.
“I’ve already taken my meal.”
“When?” Binni put his hands o her shoulders.
“Before you came.”
“No, you sweet liar.”
“Yes, I’ve already eaten. I hope you had your fill.”
“I’m still one-fourth hungry,” Sashi belched. Wiping his hands with the towel he hung it on the peg and started
laughing.
Putting her in the railway compartment they started sauntering up and down the platform. Even last night
Bachan had gone without food and she felt dizzy with hunger. Binni suspected that she was hungry and he
purchased a couple of bananas for her. She had refused once and therefore she felt delicate about eating the
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bananas. Had he insisted she would have certainly partaken of them. But engrossed in discussion they had reached
the other end of the platform. Talk, talk, talk. What had they so much to discuss about! Like Atlas did they carry
the load of the whole world on their shoulders—those two, who eked out a miserable existence and did not even
care for their health?
They had come near her compartment. She scanned their faces. With grave faces they talked and gesticulated.
But to her they were still children. Perhaps they had even forgotten that they had come to see her off. The guard
blew his whistle. But their discussion continued. When the train started Binni suddenly thought of her. Holding
her hand he said, “Well, mother …”
A faint smile flickered on her lips. She stretched out her hand and caressed his hair.
“When will you return?”
“When you call me.”
The train gathered speed. With her head out of the window she kept gazing at them. Hand in hand they were
proceeding towards the exit. Perhaps even now they were arguing.
*
Bachan had arrived a fortnight ago.
“Is there no letter from Binni?” She stopped outside Lalli’s room. Her son, once a puny child, had now become
so big; and his imposing presence overawed her. Her query took on an apologetic tone.
“Come in, mother.” Lalli looked up from his papers. “No letter today, either. I wonder why he’s so careless.”
“I won’t disturb you,” Bachan said. “I dropped in just to enquire.”
She returned to her room. She knew Lalli’s time was precious. He sat late in the night pouring over tomorrow’s
cases. Since he came to the new house he remained busier than ever, hardly finding time even for meals. From his
study he would go straight to his bedroom and for days together he did not have time to chat with Bachan. After
the day’s grueling work she did not have the heart to disturb him.
“Rub some almond oil in his scalp at night,” she would suggest to Kusum, Lali’s wife.
“I’ve tried several times. But he has no time.” Kusum would come out with a ready-made answer.
“Call me in. I’ll rub the oil.”
“That’s not the point. The servant can do it. But your son won’t listen.”
The studied formality and exaggerated politeness with which Kusum treated Bachan gave her the impression
that she was being considered an outsider and not as a member of the family. They had a cook to prepare the
meals; another servant to attend to household work and Kusum to supervise their work. Bachan had no place in
this setup. Without work she felt bored. If she tried to engage herself in some work, Kusum would come out pat
with the remark, “Please, mother, don’t bother yourself. What are the servants for?” Lalli also said something in
the same vein. “We have two servants, mother!” he would remind her.
Bachan lay in her room, her mind in a quandary. Why hadn’t Binni written to her <for> so long? He just be all
alone in his dark dingy room. And what arrangements had he made for his meals? She should have asked him
about it before leaving. A letter from him would have been so reassuring. But he never cared to write.
She scanned the sky through the window. She was familiar with the movement of planets and the
constellations. Here they were visible at an angle, but in Bombay they shone right overhead. While gazing at the
sky she would anxiously wait for the footsteps of Binni. The snorting and squeals of the pigs would approach
nearer and then recede. Then a cracked vulgar voice would outrage her ears. “Oh, deedi vegzo fangel …” Oh, how
she detested this voice! Here in this bungalow all was quiet. After the children had been put to bed a strange
silence gripped the place; the only sound emerged from the kitchen where Rangilal scraped and washed the
utensils.
She turned on her side trying to woo sleep. but no sleep came. In Bombay it became difficult for her to keep
awake after ten, but here she lay awake, counting the hours,—eleven, twelve, one. Why this change, she
wondered.
When she awoke in the morning she felt more listless than usual. A long dreary day lay before here and a still
longer night. The same cycle would repeat itself the next day. In the kitchen Rangi was lighting the stove to get
the bed-tea ready for the master. The east was suffused with the roseate glow of the morning sun and a flight of
sparrows joyfully tumbled in the sky. She gathered a few marigolds and went to the kitchen. Rangi was pouring
water in the teapot.
“Here, I’ll carry the tea-tray,” she said. Rangi hesitated. “Maji, let me carry it. Sahib will get angry.”
“Why, what’s there to be angry about?”
With a rug thrown over his shoulders, Lalli sat in bed, absorbed in studying documents. Kusum was still
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asleep.
When he stretched out his hand to take the cup he found his mother standing before him.
“You, mother!” he said surprised.
While handing over the cup, Bachan, for the first time saw that Lalli’s hair had started graying at the temples,
and there were dark rings under his eyes.
He put on his glasses. “Where are Narayan and Rangi?” he asked.
“Narayan has gone to bring milk and Rangi is in the kitchen.”
“Why couldn’t he bring the tea? That you should take such trouble early in the morning, bah! Better that I
should prepare the tea myself.”
“You can’t tell between milk and sugar. Prepare tea!” Bachan gave a hollow laugh.
Kusum also woke up. “You, mother!” she said in surprise. She got out of the bed.
“Don’t trouble yourself, mother. I’ll make the tea.” She prepared a cup and pushed it towards Bachan.
“I’ve not even bathed. I won’t take tea.”
“Do take it, mother,” Lalli persisted. “Don’t be so fussy.”
“No, please, no,” Bachan said pushing away the cup. “Not before I have bathed.”
Taking the cup Kusum moved to her bed. Bachan sat down on the edge of Lalli’s bed. Lalli and Kusum silently
continued sipping tea.
After they had finished, Kusum looked significantly at her husband. Bachan got up.
“Going, mother?” Lalli picked up his papers.
“You attend to your work, I’ll go and bathe.”
“I hope there’s nothing wrong.”
“No, nothing. the servant was coming with the tray. I said I’ll carry it for you.”
Lalli bent over the papers.
“I was just wondering …” Bachan said.
“Yes?” Lalli again put down the papers.
“So many days have passed and still there’s no news from Binni.”
“I’m not complaining,” Lalli said irritably. “But there’s a limit to carelessness. This boy thinks as if we are no
relations of his.” Bachan was silent.
“Had he stayed with us, he would have at least done his B. A.\fn{ Bachelor of Arts, the first of the academic degrees
leading through the M. A. (Master of Arts) to a Doctorate in a specific field .} Now he’ll remain a vagabond all his life.”
Bachan’s eyes were filled with tears. She tried to hold them back, but could not. She wiped them away with the
end of her sari.
“I wonder when he will learn to take care of himself,” she said. “Sometimes I feel it’ll be better if I stay with
him.” And she looked at Lalli as if wanting to hear his decision. Lalli’s face had become grave. He did not speak.
“If I stay with him, I can at least keep watch over him.” Bachan repeated abjectly.
“Mother does not feel at home here,” Kusum said. Fleetingly Lalli and Kusum exchanged glances.
“You came just the other day,” Lalli said. “Stay a couple of days more. Diwali is only a fortnight away.”
“Who would like to miss the company of children,”\fn{ Diwali is by origin a New Year’s festival, at which lamps are
ceremonially lit, house fronts are illuminated, celebrations take place at night, and presents are exchanged .} Bachan said, “I
mentioned about it casually.” She got up to leave. “I wonder if he gets proper meals.”
Kusum shouted for Rangi and left the room. “Of course, it’s a different matter if you are bent upon going.”
Lalli’s face had slightly clouded.
“It’s not that I want to go. I was just thinking …” She started looking out. There were again tears in her eyes.
“Why stay on, if you feel like going. You’ll worry for nothing.”
Bachan stood silent for a while. Lalli kept rubbing his fingers.
“By what train can I leave?”
“The night-train will suit you. It’s not so crowded.”
“Your health will cause me anxiety …”
“There’s nothing wrong with my health.”
“You’ll write to me, of course.”
“Yes, I will. If I don’t get time Kusum will.”
“Well …!”
*
She got a comfortable seat in the ladies compartment. There were only two more passengers. Kusum
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accompanied by the servant Narayan had come to see her off. Lalli was busy with his clients and he could not
come. She sat by Bachan’s side talking. The children would miss their granny, she said. Without her the house
would look empty; and that it would have been better if she had taken some food with her for the journey, and so
on, and so on, endlessly. The engine whistled.
“Mother, don’t forget to drop a line as soon as you reach Bombay,” she said, climbing down from the
compartment.
“And you write to me about Lalli’s health.” Suddenly Bachan was reminded about Lalli’s graying temples.
“Don’t let him work late in the night. And massage his scalp with almond oil.”
When the train steamed out of the station, a great void filled her mind. She looked at the sky. The same
constellation of stars was shining near the horizon. The picture of the house where she lived gradually took shape
and began to dance before her eyes. Low-roofed, narrow, dilapidated room. The sow and her litter. The thick
cracked voice floating from the direction of the well. “Oh, deedi, vengzo fangel …” Darkness, solitude, Binni,
Shashi and their friends. Endless discussion and scramble for food …
Her eyes filled with tears. The constellation of stars near the horizon became dim.
She wiped the tears. The stars were again suddenly bright.
11.1 The Path Of Righteousness\fn{by Zamiruddin Ahmad (1925-1990)} Fatehgarh, Farrukhabad District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 16
It was around the time of my circumcision. I must have been about four years old then. This blessed rite is the
only event from that age that stands out in my memory. I remember its every single detail exactly, even now. How
they sat me down on the stool, how the prize was snatched, how I was lifted from the stool and put on the bed and
how, to cheer me up, everyone—my father, my mother, and all the friends and family who had gathered for this
festive occasion—gave me rupees, not of paper but of silver. I put these carefully under the pillow and took them
out again and again from there, happy to hold them in my hands and toss them in the air.\fn{ A note reads: The original
title of this story is 'Siratu'z Mustaqim', Arabic for the right or straight way, the way of Islam. The first sura or chapter of the Qur'an
concludes with a plea to God to 'Show us the straight way, | The way of those on whom! Thou hast bestowed Thy Grace, | Those whose
portion! Is not wrath, | And who go not astray.' \fn{Dawood words this: Guide us to the straight path | The path of those whom You have favored, | Not
of those who have incurred Your wrath, | Nor of those who have gone astray .} The word sirat which means road or way, is also the name given to
the bridge across hell over which Muslims expect to pass on the way to paradise and which is said to be sharper than a sword and thinner
than a hair. The names used in the story are, for the time and place in which the narrative is set, not unusual. But they all carry meanings
and connotations which contribute something to the story: Bhinu echoes bhin which means broken, split or scattered and also binnu, bride;
Kaneez is a maid-servant or slave-girl; Zamurd is an emerald; Qaisser is Caesar or emperor as Sardar is head man or chief; Tahir means
clean, pure or chaste; and Nadir means singular, rare or uncommon. Nadir Shah was the eighteenth-century king of Persia who invaded
India. Nadir-gardi means misrule. 'Ob', the English version of the secret language spoken by the narrator's aunt and her daughters, has
been borrowed from Don DeLlilo's novel [The Names, 1982].}

The second or third day after the prize-taking, two of the rupees jumped from my hands and disappeared I
don’t know where. In accordance with the injunction of my maternal grandmother, the appropriate verses of the
Qur’an were repeated over and over again as the search was made for the rupees. The verandah where my bed
stood was examined inch by inch. The courtyard too did not escape the searchers’ assault. Even the open drain in
the courtyard was given a once over. But it was as if the rupees had sprouted wings and flown away.
After restoring my loss, my father spent half an hour or so recounting various incidents from his life in which
money once lost was never found again. If you lose a paisa, half a paisa, an anna, two annas, four annas or eight,
they’ll turn up again; but once you lose a rupee—a silver rupee—it’s gone for good. This was my father’s opinion
and it was based on his personal experience. My grandmother agreed with him and she believed that rupees of
silver held a special attraction for mice. As soon as you let a rupee out of your sight, a mouse will pop out of its
hole, grab it in its mouth and be back in its hole as quick as a flash. Once when the foundations were being laid
for a house, the digging uncovered five silver rupees in a mouse burrow. This incident was recounted by my
grandmother. Everyone listened very attentively and everyone expressed some opinion in the matter. Except my
mother, who said nothing.
She only spoke after breakfast the next day when all the guests who had come to celebrate the circumcision,
including my aunt, had left. She said that the rupees had neither been lost nor had they been taken by mice.
Then where did they go?
Into my aunt’s pockets or into the seam for the string of her tight pajamas—and she’ll buy face cream and
powder for her daughters with those rupees.
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My father laughed off my mother’s suggestion. He believed that my mother had an unaccountable dislike for
my aunt, and that’s why she was willing to entertain such flimsy suspicions against her. But my mother held her
ground. She didn’t suspect; she was convinced.
My grandmother fell in with my mother, but, as far as I can remember, she did not go beyond the bounds of
suspicion, though, according to my father, she too had an unaccountable dislike for my aunt.
That day, and in the days which followed, the conversations of these three grown-ups returned to the subject of
my aunt from time to time, and I learned that my aunt was not my mother’s real sister. I don’t know why I thought
that the two of them were sisters. Their relation was that she was the daughter of some distant relative of my dear
departed grandfather’s. My grandfather had brought her up. That is why my mother and my aunt had been
together since childhood, although my mother was several years younger than my aunt. Despite this age
difference, both had been educated together. It is another matter that just as much as my mother devoted herself to
her studies, my aunt dedicated herself to reading novels in secret; and all the time my mother spent with an
American missionary woman learning C-A-T spells cat and R-A-T spells rat, my aunt spent in contemplating the
white-skinned woman. And after the woman had left, she would lose herself in secretly copying the style of her
hair, her clothes, her manner of talking, and her way of walking. She also loved to run around with the boys next
door and in the neighborhood. She flew kites; she played marbles; she tried to climb trees.
The outcome of all this was that her education was stopped and she was set to work around the house. At first
she was given sewing and embroidery to do, but when she showed little interest even in this direction, she was,
according to my grandmother, “thrown into the fire,” which is to say that she was put to work in the kitchen. But
everyone says that she would either just sit in the kitchen and hum romantic ghazals or she would give the cook a
scolding for no good reason and boss him around; other times she would be cracking jokes with him.
My grandfather, whom I never saw but who, I’ve heard, had a long beard, made such haste about my aunt’s
marriage that when she was barely fifteen years old, he betrothed her to the son of one of his cousins. The son,
who was then about twenty or twenty-five years old, had already committed the Qur’an to memory and had a
beard covering his face.
In those days his beard must have been black, but by the time I became conscious of things, three-quarters of it
had turned white. I don’t remember exactly what he did during the time it took his beard to go from being
completely black to three-quarters white, or all the places where he lived, but I remember clearly that at the time
of which I am speaking he was the imam at the “Railvy” mosque. I don’t know if this “railvy” was my aunt’s
invention or someone else’s, but I only ever heard this twisted version of railway from her mouth. Before he was
appointed imam at the “Railvy” mosque he was an employee of this same “railvy.” What his job was, that I don’t
know. But I know this much, that his salary was modest and by the time he had become an imam it seemed to
have become more modest still.
In the light of these straitened circumstances, the way their house was kept and cared for was astonishing. It
was quite a small house: one bedroom, one small courtyard, one tiny box room, one verandah which was barely a
verandah, and a storage room on the roof which also served as a bedroom. But my aunt had such a sense of good
management and taste that every single object in that old and graceless house had the stamp of order and propriety
upon it.
I mention my aunt’s good management and taste only because her husband had a relation to that house that
was, to all appearances, that of a stranger. Either his duties as an imam kept him away from the house much of the
time, or he would be stretched out in some corner of the house. He never spoke much and because of this one
hardly felt his presence, even when he was there. This to him ever more unfamiliar house was decorated in such a
way that he could hardly be expected to feel any attachment to it. A framed photograph of Miss Khajan, the
singer; powder boxes on the shelves in the recesses in the wall; bottles of creams, nail polish, mirrors, a surma
bottle, combs of all shapes and sizes—what connection could my uncle, who had memorized the Qur’an, who had
a beard and who was the imam at the “Railvy” mosque, have had with these things.
If some complete stranger had been asked to compare my aunt’s house and our house he would, without a
doubt, have decided in favor of hers. There was never a pile of dirty dishes in the kitchen, never any scum floating
in the earthen pitchers, no unmade beds lying baking in the sun all day long, no betel-juice stains flowering on the
floors and walls, no water-pots lying upside down in the courtyard, no ink stains on the table and chairs making
faces at you, no … the list is long and there’s no point in making you listen to all of it. It is only necessary for me
to add that this is a list of things found in my own house, which was at least five times bigger than my aunt’s
house, and whose breadwinner earned at least fifty times as much as my uncle did.
As children, whenever we, my brothers and I, ended up at my aunt’s house during the course of our games of
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tip-cat, kabaddi, or marbles, I used to feel as if I had been burning in the sun and had found shade. My aunt is
leaning against a pillow on the wooden bed on the verandah, one cheek filled with a paan. All three of her
daughters are sitting or lying on the beds nearby—the eldest is reading a novel, the middle one is putting polish on
her nails, and the youngest is busy with some game.
“You shouldn’t run about in bare feet, dearest!”
“Dearest, don’t play out in the sun. You’ll get a headache. You’ll turn black.”
“Have a little rest. The game isn’t going to run away.”
“Don’t drink from the pitcher, drink from the flask. The water in there is cooler.”
And if by some misfortune we abandoned our running about and went back to our own house:
“Look at your ugly faces! Black as dirt! It’s blistering outside and you’re all prancing about.”
“Wait till your father gets home. You see if I tell him today or not.”
“Don’t you dare take one step out of this house. Go lie down under the fan and if you so much as budge, I’ll
break your legs. Remember that!”
My aunt had four children—one boy and three girls. The boy was the oldest. He was already married before I
was conscious of very much around me. He worked at some far away place and sent my aunt a money order every
month. But my aunt had no great affection for him. She had consecrated her life to her daughters. And if not all,
then at least most of the money sent by her son was spent on her daughters—on their clothes, on their creams,
their powders, rouge, oil, polish, sunna, hair braids, and combs. It is said that no great care was taken over the
son’s upbringing—they neither gave him a good education nor instructed him properly at home. After wandering
about here and there he succeeded in finding work which took him a long way from home and in that distant
place, he married a girl of his own choosing. I’ve heard that when her son brought his wife home, my aunt turned
up her nose so high that after only two days he took his wife and set off again for that far away place where he
worked. My aunt had not turned up her nose because her son had married without her approval, but because he
had not found a beautiful daughter-in-law for her. Her looks were ordinary but she was by no means ugly. She was
extremely well-mannered and carried herself well. Friendly, kind, and uncomplicated. But what did my aunt want
with these fine attributes? She wanted a daughter-in-law as beautiful as the sun, as bright as the moon and she did
not get her.
But she kept her dislike within appropriate bounds. Each summer she would take all three daughters and go
and spend two or three months with her son. She left my uncle at home and for these two or three months he
would get by doing his own cooking. When my aunt came back from this far away place, her daughters would
have lots of new clothes, new and pretty things for dressing up, and she herself would be full of either her
daughter-in-law’s shortcomings or of fascinating stories from her travels.
Let me tell you one of these stories. “Oh, Nafeesa (that is my mother’s name), I forgot to tell you something
really funny!”
She had just returned after visiting her son and my mother had gone to see her as she always did. I was with
her. My aunt was sitting on the wooden bed. My mother was sitting next to her. My aunt’s three daughters were
sitting on a bed nearby and I was on the floor smashing marbles together.
My aunt carried on telling the story as she put another paan in her mouth.
“When the train stopped at Kamty station, a ticket collector came into the carriage. After he had checked
everyone else’s tickets, he turned towards us. He turned all right, you see, but then he just stood where he was. As
if he’d been struck dumb.”
At this point in the story, the eldest daughter let out a quiet laugh and my aunt lost the thread of her narration
for a moment. I stopped playing with the marbles and looked towards my mother. She was all ears. My aunt
leaned forward, spat some betel juice in the spittoon, looked over the audience once and then said:
“I reached into my handbag (in those days we still used the old small cloth purses with drawstrings in our
house, so the word handbag was new to me), “took out the tickets and held them out for him but he looked
embarrassed. He said, ‘don’t bother, no need to trouble yourself.’ And then he asked my permission and sat down
next to Bhinu (that was her eldest daughter’s name).
“He left the carriage at the next station. But at every station after that he’d come and stand outside in front of
the carriage and stare at Bhinu. At one stop he even brought some of his friends. And they all stood in front of the
carriage looking at Bhinu, saying, ‘Bootiful, bootiful.” (this was my aunt’s distorted imitation of the English word
beautiful). “I couldn’t help laughing. Bhinu too. I just can’t tell you how many little things he did for us
throughout the whole journey after that. Sometimes he’d bring paan, sometimes he’d bring ice, sometimes he’d
buy some fruit and sometimes.”
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Bhinu, whom we all called Appia, really was very “bootiful.” A clear complexion, long flowing hair, full
eyelashes, a good height, slender lips, a broad forehead, a straight nose, and a delicate body. There was nothing
about her that made her look like my aunt’s daughter. My aunt had dark skin, a narrow forehead, and her tiny little
eyes would roll when she spoke. One eye was even in the habit of drooping from time to time.
We were very fond of Bhinu Appa. My grandmother, my father, my mother, and all of us brothers and sisters—
we all loved her very much, and she was very attached to all of us. There was a kind of sincerity in her which
touched people’s hearts; and despite the use of powders and creams, there was a plain simplicity about her which
could not be hidden.
As fate would have it, this simplicity was to cost her dearly and Appia’s life was left twisted like a broken leg.
I was eight or nine years old then. One day, I went to my aunt’s house and found that the mosquito net had
been put up around the bed in the big room; there was a leather suitcase next to the bed and a young man was
stretched out on it. His eyes were closed. It looked as if he was resting.
I tiptoed across the room and went inside. My aunt and all three of her daughters were busy in the kitchen.
Breakfast was being prepared. Parathas were being made, kebabs were being fried.
I squeezed into the kitchen as well and asked Appia who the man lying under the mosquito net in the outer
room was. I remember clearly that Appia answered by hugging me close to her and saying, “Don’t you know?” Of
course I didn’t know; that’s why I had made the inquiry. But the way that Appia had hugged me close to her was
in itself a kind of answer to a hundred questions and one which I understood a little even at that green age.
But still I repeated my question to my aunt. She didn’t even say “Don’t you know!” in reply. She just signaled
with a wink and started to smile a meaningful smile.
I went straight back home from there and told my mother that a guest had arrived at Auntie’s.
My mother asked, 'What guest?”
I answered, “I don’t know.”
But within a few days I found out and so did my mother. His name was Tahir. He was a distant relative of my
aunt’s and according to her he had come to spend his vacation. He worked in some government office and earned
a hundred and fifty or two hundred rupees. He was an important man because in those days a hundred and fifty or
two hundred rupees was the equivalent of eight or nine hundred .rupees today. He lived in Bareilly. He wore a suit
and a tie.
All the time that he stayed at my aunt’s house I made it my routine to go by the house at least once a day. At
that time there was no one in our neighborhood who wore a suit or a tie. We all wore shervanis. That is why I felt
drawn to Tahir Sahib and I could do little to resist this pull. Sometimes I would hang around my aunt’s house for
hours just so that I could see Tahir Sahib. After a while he moved into the small thatched room on the roof and it
was impossible for me to wander up there, especially when Appia was with him. At such times my aunt wouldn’t
even let me go near the stairs. It was, if you like, as though a guard had been posted. If my aunt was busy with
some chore, then her daughters were placed on sentry duty, and I was obliged to stay down in the courtyard,
playing with marbles or running about with the youngest daughter, who was a year or so younger than me.
Then Appia would appear on the roof, her face red, eyes lowered, her head covered with her dupatta. She
would come down slowly. I would go and stand by her. She would put her hand on my head, say a few words and
then go to sit with my aunt. And I would go straight up the stairs, making sure no one saw me. Sometimes Tahir
Sahib would call me into the room and talk to me about this and that. And sometimes I would only take a longing
look at his clothes and his shining shoes from a distance and come back down.
Tahir Sahib stayed at my aunt’s for perhaps a month and a half or two months and then suddenly vanished.
When I inquired I was told that his vacation had come to an end. That is why he had left. Even after he had gone,
the same bloom filled my aunt’s house that had been there during his stay. She and her daughters seemed very
happy then. Especially Appia, who had taken over the rooftop room after Tahir Sahib had left. In those days “Ob”
was current in my aunt’s house. This was a special kind of secret language. My aunt and her daughters were
experts in this language and, in the presence of others, they would discuss all confidential matters using it. The
key rule of the language was something like this, that the syllable “ob” was inserted into the middle of each word.
In this way “we” became “wobe”, “you” became “yobu” and “with” “wobith.” I knew the rule but, not being an
expert at it, all I could do was stare from one face to the other when my aunt and her daughters talked in this
language. My mother also knew it well but she made little use of it, and even then only for fun. She was always
put out whenever she heard my aunt talking in it.
After Tahir Sahib had left, photographs of him started arriving from Bareilly. I had never seen photos like these
before. One day when my aunt came to our house she had a packet of these photos with her. She showed them to
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my mother with great joy, smiling and laughing all the time. I, according to my mother, was sitting leaning against
her hips. I looked at the photos with great interest. There was a new world in them and I was immediately pulled
towards it. The Tahir Sahib I saw in these photos was entirely different from the Tahir Sahib I had seen so many
times at my aunt’s house. In one photo he had not shaved, in another, his clothes were torn, and in another one his
hair was in a mess. Looking at the photos I remembered a nautanki performance in which a man, dressed in torn,
red-stained clothes and with fetters on his feet, kept beating his breast in time with the drum and sang:
Laila, Laila,
I call from tree to tree.
Pretty Laila,
Living in the heart of me.

And then he would strike his fist hard against his chest one more time and shout: “Oh Laila!” After my aunt
had left, my mother and grandmother held a conference in whispers, most of which did not reach my ears. But
from the few scraps I did manage to hear, I gathered that they both disapproved of these pictures of amorous
possession. But I liked them so much that I would go to my aunt’s house again and again, ask Appia for them, and
look at them carefully. And she would ask me:
“So you like these photos?”
I would answer, “Yes, a lot.”
She would ask, “And Tahir Sahib?”
I would say, “Him too.”
When she heard this, her already bright face would light up even more and she would hug me close to her.
Three or four months later, Tahir Sahib appeared once again. And once again the rooftop room was made ready
for him and Appia was made responsible for looking after him, for making sure he had everything he wanted.
Everyday she would go up those stairs twenty times and come down twenty times. Sometimes taking up
breakfast, sometimes lunch, sometimes sherbet, sometimes tassi, sometimes tea, sometimes this, sometimes that.
But she never grew weary of this running around, this going up and down. In fact, the more she could be of
service to him, the happier she was.
And there was every reason to be happy because Tahir Sahib was such a nice man, and he said such nice
things. One day, I heard him complimenting Appia’s hair with my own ears, and he said it in such a way that I
began to wish that I had hair like that so that I could hear Tahir Sahib praise it.
Two or three months later, he again vanished all of a sudden. The day after he had set off, I went to my aunt’s
house and climbed straight up to the roof. But there was a lock on the door there. I came down and looked for
Appia. She was sitting quietly in the small box room. When I asked about Tahir Sahib, she said that he had left.
When I inquired why, she said because his vacation had come to an end. Appia was looking unhappy. Without
giving it much thought, I started singing the praises of Tahir Sahib.
Appia did not say anything and did not pull me to her for a hug. When I asked when Tahir Sahib would be
back, she only said, “Who knows!”
The next day another event unfolded; that is, my aunt and Appia disappeared. My aunt’s middle daughter,
whose name was Kaneez, gave me the news that her mother and Appia had gone to that far away place where her
son was stationed because of his work. A telegram had come saying that the son was ill. That is why they had to
leave so suddenly. I went and gave this news to my mother and grandmother. There was a quick exchange of
views between the two of them in my presence. My mother expressed surprise at the fact that my aunt had left
without coming to see her; and my grandmother wondered at the fact that, first of all, it wasn’t the time for my
aunt’s yearly trip and secondly she hadn’t taken her other two daughters on the journey with her. But my mother
ignored my grandmother’s suspicions because this was no ordinary trip. The reason for it was the boy’s ill-health.
And she stuck to her own views about what was out of place in my aunt’s behavior.
My aunt and Appia reappeared just as suddenly as they had disappeared. I was on my way to get some jalebis.
As I passed by my aunt’s house, I saw a tonga come to a stop outside the front door. After a short while my aunt
appeared in her burqa. I ran and wrapped my arms around her legs. She stroked my head and then she took
Appia’s hand and helped her down from the tonga, where she had been sitting behind the curtain, all this time.
When I said salaam to Appia, she lifted the veil on her burqa to answer me and I was completely taken aback. Her
skin was yellow, her eyes had sunk back, there was crust on her lips; she was looking very weak. She took hold of
my aunt for support and went into the house.
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I forgot about the jalebis and ran back home as fast as I could and immediately gave my mother the news of
my aunt’s and Appia’s arrival and of Appia’s weak condition. My mother looked at my grandmother with
meaningful eyes. My grandmother's eyes also took on a meaningful expression, as if they were saying “I said so,
didn’t I?”
What she had said and what she hadn’t said was beyond me; but I know this much, that my grandmother, who
hardly ever left the house, went with my mother to my aunt’s that very day.
Perhaps it was because they both loved Appia very much. Appia was the only one of my aunt’s daughters they
liked. I was with them. My aunt told them a long tale of her son’s illness. She also told them that Appia had taken
ill during the journey. Appia was lying under a quilt in the small room. My mother and grandmother went in to see
her. She greeted them but did not get up. When my mother and my grandmother came out giving her their
blessings, their eyes again seemed to be saying something like “didn’t I tell you so” to each other.
Appia slowly regained her strength and was up and about again. Only the yellowness of her complexion was
left and even that went away little by little. But her old color did not return and her face seemed always to be
covered in shadows.
After a while there was talk of her marriage. Tahir Sahib was the suitor. I don’t know if he had made the
proposal, or if my aunt had set things in motion, but I know that he was the only one in the running. My aunt was
used to settling all her important affairs by herself but she would, for form’s sake, consult my mother and
grandmother for their advice. So they were consulted in this matter. Several conferences were held and each time
the two of them opposed Tahir Sahib without saying so openly. What the reasons were for this opposition, they
never made clear. But their counsel had been invited purely as a matter of courtesy; my aunt had already made her
decision. She saw hundreds of good qualities in Tahir Sahib and the best of these were his forbearing nature and
cheery looks.
At one point my grandmother came straight out and said, “What do you want with good looks. Good character
is what you need, good character!”
My aunt flared up like a torch at this and defended Tahir Sahib as if he were her own son.
“What’s wrong with Tahir? There isn’t a spot on his character! Isn’t he healthy and fit, for God’s sake! And as
for his looks, he’s one in a thousand, in a million!”
Seeing the delicacy of the situation, my mother tried to smooth things over. “Mother didn’t mean, God forbid,
that there was something wrong with him. She was only saying that one should think more about character than
about looks. And in any case as you yourself said, Tahir has both character and looks.”
My aunt said, “Of course he has!”
The matter ended there. But when my aunt was getting ready to leave, my grandmother spoke up again: “Is the
boy ready too?”
My aunt lit up like a torch once again.
“Of course the boy is ready. I didn’t go begging to him!” Then after a pause:
“How could he not be ready. He wouldn’t dare!”
After my aunt had left, my mother and grandmother bickered for a while. My mother said, “What did you have
to go and stick your foot in it for!”
“I wasn’t sticking my foot in it! I was saying it for her own good. She’ll ruin the girl’s life, she will!”
“Let her, it’s no concern of yours!”
“Who cares if it’s my concern or not? She’ll have to eat her own words. There is no way he’ll marry her now.
You wait and see!”
But my grandmother’s prediction proved to be wrong and my aunt’s “he wouldn’t dare” proved right. The
marriage went ahead and went ahead with full fanfare. I mean, all the relatives came, there was drumming, there
was food, all the little ceremonies, and then, decked out in her red wedding dress, Appia took her leave.
But, after about a year, when she came back to her mother’s house one time, it was almost impossible to
recognize her. She was as thin as a stick. Her complexion had turned black. She looked as if the light had gone out
of her eyes. My aunt declared that Appia’s condition was the result of an illness that had been going on for several
months. But my mother, and especially my grandmother, thought differently.
“Tahir doesn’t treat her well. That wretched woman! She’s ruined the girl’s life!”
That day I was infuriated with my mother and grandmother, believe me. Why are they always picking on her?
And why do they talk about her like that, why do they always come up with some strange and unusual
interpretation for everything? Appia’s been ill. Her health is bad. What’s so surprising about that, after all? Why
don’t they believe her?
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Kaneez’s number came up after Appia. Her looks were quite ordinary, resembling my aunt a little, especially
the thick lips, the short neck, the narrow forehead and her squat stature. But she did not have palpitations over
every little thing and a rise in the temperature did not bring on fainting spells. Nor did she find kitchen work
unsettling or cleaning up suffocating. That is why I never saw her take those pills and potions which Appia used
to take and which later my aunt’s youngest daughter, who was called Zamurd, also took. Powder of pearl,
myrobalan lozenges in silver leaf, sandalwood liniment—tongues thick with the honey of such pills and wafers.
I often saw Kaneez by the cooker. She was in charge of the day to day running of the household—the cooking,
the cleaning, the washing up, preparing the beds, as well as giving my aunt a massage. I don’t know why my
aunt’s joints ached so. She would even get me to give her a rub sometimes. She also suffered from palpitations,
but not as much as Appia did before her wedding or Zamurd did later.
Kaneez’s turn came very quickly. One day we heard that she had been betrothed. Then we heard that the
wedding would take place soon. We learned that there was a school teacher in a nearby village and that was who
Kaneez was marrying.
The wedding took place but without any fanfare. The bridegroom arrived with a big turban on his head. Instead
of the traditional groom’s wreath on the turban, there were only a few garlands of flowers. He had no silk
handkerchief in his hand, so when the vows were being taken you could see his face quite clearly. And when the
prayer for peace and tranquility for the couple was being recited, I noticed that two of his front teeth were missing
and there were a few strands of white hair in his mustache.
When Kaneez was married, I was twelve or thirteen years old. After her wedding, we shifted to my
grandmother’s house which backed on to my aunt’s house. There was a window in the rear wall of the house
through which we could get onto the roof of my aunt’s house.
The very first consequence of our shift to my grandmother’s house was that our comings and goings at my
aunt’s became more frequent. Now we would fly kites or run about on her roof, play marbles in her house, and
sometimes run errands for her. My aunt loved tart and spicy food. I often saw her and her daughters eating bread
with mango or tamarind chutney that had lots of chillies in it. Smacking their lips, they would insist that curries
and pilaus simply could not compare with chutneys and pickles. But at the same time she would admonish us that
men should not eat too much tart and spicy food. And when we asked why, she would at first give some vague
answer. But when I kept after her, she would smile knowingly and say that it had an effect on manhood and,
hearing the answer, her daughters would start laughing.
This was one thing about my aunt that I liked very much, I mean that she told me things like this, things that no
one in my own home would tell me. I don’t know why but it used to comfort me in away. The question of tart
food, for example. My mother and grandmother also used to tell us not to eat too much tart and spicy food, but
they never gave an answer to our whys. It isn’t that at that young age I understood what my aunt meant, but for
some reason it truly felt as if she had let me in on some secret, made me her confidant, had thought me fit to be
her confidant—and this made me very happy. I sort of felt like a grown-up.
So she would either send us to fetch green mangoes or unripe tamarind, which we would pick from the
tamarind trees in the graveyard or the temple gardens, or she would give us a box for her smelly soap and tell us
to get the soap from such and such a shop but to make sure that no one saw us. I couldn’t understand why my aunt
and her daughters used such a bad smelling soap. I had occasionally caught the same smell which came from
these boxes around the drain of their bathroom. I was even more surprised by the fact that my aunt would always
enjoin me to make sure that I was not seen. As far as I could tell, the soap was the same type that my grandmother
used to get rid of her spots, and which had the odor of neem, although my grandmother would issue no such
injunction when asking me to fetch some from the shop.
But I am talking now of a time before we had moved to my grandmother’s house and when I was younger.
When I was twelve or thirteen, my aunt would still, from time to time, make a request for some tamarind or a few
mangoes, but she would never ask us to get her any soap. Appia and Kaneez were by then each with their own inlaws and Zamurd, who was a year or six months younger than me, had suddenly grown up.
Zamurd grew up and the day of judgment arrived. Not a day of judgment in the poetic sense, but a real one.
Her new womanhood created such tension between my mother and my aunt that it almost tore their relationship
apart. I guess the poetry of calamity must, after all, have contributed something to this tension.
When Zamurd was small, her nose was always running and she would sometimes curl up her tongue and lick
it. When she got a little older, she always had a finger stuffed up her nostrils and she would pick her nose and rub
the snot between her fingers. She was very plain, neither beautiful nor ugly. But when she grew up, it was like a
revolution. Her face became strangely attractive and there was an unusual glow on her skin. The way she kept her
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eyelids lowered was charming. She began to fix her dupatta on her head at a particular angle. And she would
greet and offer her respects to everyone who came and went in her own peculiar manner, her head slightly
lowered, her neck slightly turned, cupping one hand like a little boat and raising it to her face, arranging her
dupatta across her chest with the other.
My mother was a great admirer of beauty. Every attractive girl she saw would make her restless to have her as
a daughter-in-law. She would wring her hands over the fact that none of her boys had been old enough to marry
Appia. Now as Zamurd’s youthful transformation was rung in, she lost her grip. My older brother was at college
at that time. No thought had been given to the question of his marriage as yet. But my mother was taken with the
girl. Worried that someone else might show some interest, she immediately told my aunt that she wanted Zamurd
to marry her Qaisu (this was the disfigured form of my older brother Qaisser’s name).
My mother must have thought that my aunt would not be able to contain herself with joy when she heard this
because the boy was from a good family, he was educated, and decent looking. But my aunt reacted in quite the
opposite way. She picked up the spittoon, spat some betel juice into it, wiped the comers of her mouth with the
edge of her dupatta and said haltingly, that she could say nothing regarding the matter of Zamurd’s marriage
because Bhinu (Appia) had found a boy for her who was then studying to be a doctor in London.
It was then that judgment day arrived. What could she have said there? She kept her thoughts to herself and
came home. But once my mother was back in her own house the heavens opened up and the deluge showed no
sign of letting up.
“Studying to be a doctor in London! She thinks she’s in a class above the rest. As if some lad studying to be a
doctor in London would marry her little servant girl! A stupid little daughter and a London doctor for a son-inlaw! She thinks she can pull the wool over everyone’s eyes. She should look at what she is before talking so big!”
While she was at it, she recited a long ode to Zamurd’s qualities and character. Every little thing about her,
every detail of her appearance, her walk, her way of talking, her comportment, her sewing and embroidery—in all
of these she found such faults that if some stranger had heard her, he would have thought that a girl as ugly, as
stupid, as ill-mannered, and as shameless as Zamurd had never been born before and never would be born again.
And this ode was a celebration of that same Zamurd whom she had wanted as a daughter-in-law only half an hour
earlier.
My aunt’s refusal became something of an event. My mother and grandmother would talk about my aunt all
the time. Her defects would be counted up, stories of her childhood would be repeated, incidents from her youth
would be broadcast. Her nosiness, her wantonness, her suspicious looks were all descried and my grandmother
would round off her own recitation so:
“May God bless your father! If he hadn’t married her off when he did who knows what surprises she might
have served up!”
She would vent her anger before my mother. Appia’s “fate” would also be mentioned. My aunt’s daughter-inlaw’s name would come up. Her son would be talked about. And my uncle’s “condition” would also be pitied.
The end result of all this hullabaloo was that my mother and grandmother stopped going to my aunt’s house.
My aunt came once or twice but she recognized the peculiar look in my mother’s and grandmother’s eyes and
then she too stayed away from our house. But this misunderstanding had no effect on us children. We came and
went as always and when Qaisu came back after completing his studies, he too started going over as before.
Qaisu Bhai used to go for a stroll in the evenings and on his way back he would stop at my aunt’s for a little
while. Appia too was visiting then. After a few minutes of chit chat with her and my aunt he would come back
home. But slowly, slowly this programme of a few minutes changed into an hour or two. And then one day we
learned that he had started giving Zamurd English lessons. Zamurd had read the Holy Qur’an and books of
religious and domestic instruction for young women. When Qaisu Bhai offered English tuition, my aunt and
Appia accepted immediately and Qaisu Bhai started teaching Zamurd C-A-T cat and R-A-T rat every evening.
Tuition was given and taken daily, first for half an hour, then for three-quarters of an hour, then for an hour and
then, as time went by, for one and a half or two hours.
When my mother learned of this occupation she said nothing, because it wasn’t considered the right thing in
our household to scold or correct young men at every turn; but I certainly sensed that she was not pleased with
these goings on. The reason for this was, perhaps, that my aunt had forsaken her.
I don’t know how long this business of tutor and tutee would have carried on for if I had not, one day, got my
hands on the copybook in which Zamurd practiced her handwriting. It so happened that around that time I had
started cultivating the habit of smoking. Qaisu Bhai also smoked but never in front of the grown-ups in the house.
I knew his secret because he himself had urged upon me that I was, under no circumstances, to make any mention
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of his smoking to anyone in the family. What he did not know was that I myself had started imitating him. Qaisu
Bhai used to stay in the room on the roof. This room was more or less like the one on my aunt’s roof. The wall
separating the two roofs was the wall with the window through which we used to go back and forth to my aunt’s
house.
I was speaking of cigarettes. Because I committed this shameful deed in secret, I was unable to enjoy good
cigarettes. The reason for this was that in our little town, there were only two shops where you could find good
quality cigarettes. Both shops delivered goods to our house regularly. Therefore, there was the danger that if I
bought cigarettes at either shop someone at home would find out. That is why I had to take my chances and buy
my cigarettes from the paan and biri shops. But since Qaisu Bhai had returned from college this problem had, in
part, been resolved. He smoked “Black & White” and each day I would steal two or three cigarettes from the pack
he kept in his drawer.
One day when I opened the drawer, there was no pack there. Maybe it was finished or maybe Qaisu Bhai had
taken it with him. But I thought that it might still be there somewhere. That was why I searched through the whole
drawer. I didn’t find any pack of cigarettes but I did get my hands on Zamurd’s copybook. On the very first page,
and in Qaisu’s own hand, there was written ‘I love you’ and below Zamurd had copied it out ten, maybe twelve
times.
I took the copybook and went straight to my mother. After reading what was written on the first page she
turned bright red. But rather than saying anything about Qaisu Bhai’s character, she began to give me a dressingdown.
“Why do you go around poking your nose everywhere! Why did you go into his room anyway? What were you
doing looking around in his drawer?”
With my tail between my legs, I went back to Qaisu Bhai’s room and put Zamurd’s copybook back where I had
found it. But I had tasted blood. Every second or third day I would wait for the opportunity and swipe two or three
of Qaisu Bhai’s cigarettes, and at the same time I would take a quick look at Zamurd’s copybook.
What do I see one day but that Zamurd has written on an inside page ‘Why did you kiss me yesterday? What if
someone had seen us.’
Again I went running to my mother and, scared as I was, told her that I had that day read something in
Zamurd’s copybook that …
“That what?”
“I’m too embarrassed to say!”, although it didn't bother me a bit.
“Where’s the book?”
“In Qaisu Bhai’s room. In the drawer.”
My mother was embroidering something. She left her embroidery, stood up and went towards the stairs. I was
right behind her. When she reached the room, she opened the drawer, took out the copybook and asked me,
“Where is it?”
I reached forward and turned the pages. I showed her what Zamurd had written and then made my escape.
I don’t know what effect reading what was written there had on my mother, but that same night a conference
was convened between my mother, father, grandmother and Qaisu Bhai. I was lying down out in the courtyard. I
could hear voices for a long time but couldn’t understand a thing they were saying.
The next day, my mother went across to my aunt’s house through the window up on the roof. I was at school at
the time.
I found out afterwards that the whole matter had become very serious. During the conference the night before,
Qaisu Bhai had made an open declaration of his love and although my mother and grandmother had tried to
reason with him, he had not weakened his resolve. Her reputation was dear to my mother, and Zamurd to Qaisu.
My father came down in favor of his son and it was decided that, putting false pride to one side, my mother
should go to my aunt the next day and see if the prospective son-in-law studying to be a doctor in London still
stood in the way or not.
The doctor was still standing in the way but my mother was, after all, my aunt’s sister, and the only one at that;
she and her son were worth more than a hundred doctors and a thousand, revenue collectors. So why had she
refused when mother had gone there the first time with cap in hand?
The discussion between my mother and grandmother had reached this stage when I got back from school. My
grandmother had posed the question. She was asking,
“Our Qaisu wasn’t a leper then, was he!”
My mother, who was presenting her report to my grandmother, said,
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“She declared that it wasn’t right to finalize things like this. You can’t just tell them what to do nowadays; they
won’t go like dumb animals wherever their mothers and fathers tell them to go. Nowadays the wishes of the boy
and girl have to be taken into account, and not just their wishes but their ‘courtship’ is also important, so that they
can understand each other better, look each other over.”
My grandmother asked, “What the devil is this ‘corship’?”
My mother said, “Not ‘corship,’ courtship. It’s English; it means the boy and the girl meeting each other.”
“The devil take that! Off she goes, adopting the habits of foreigners! She’s seen where ’corship got her with
one, now she’s all set on ruining the life of another!”
“Exactly! I felt like going and showing her her little minx’s copybook so that she could see what kind of
courtship her darling daughter was conducting!”
As she finished what she was saying, my mother reached out for the spittoon, caught sight of me and realized
for the first time that I was there.
“You have to stick your nose in everywhere, just like a girl.”
Everything was agreed but the issue of dates and so on had not yet been raised because Qaisu Bhai still had to
find a job. The family was against the idea that a boy should marry before he could stand on his own two feet.
That’s why Qaisu Bhai started looking around and after two or three months he finally received an invitation from
Nagpur, where my father’s brother had attained the distinguished position of Deputy Collector. It was the time
when there was fighting going on. Jobs were plentiful. He persuaded Qaisu Bhai by letter that if he came to
Nagpur, a good post would be arranged for him very quickly.
The letter that my uncle sent after this one spread panic throughout the household. There was a gap of some six
or seven months between the two letters. During this time Qaisu Bhai had found employment in Nagpur and was
living with my uncle. He wrote more or less regularly. The letters said nothing special, just that he was fine, talk
of the weather and greetings and regards from all the children and grown-ups to all the children and grown-ups.
Suddenly his letters started becoming very abridged and little by little they disappeared altogether. Then he was
silent for several months and the next letter which came from Nagpur was Uncle’s. In it he requested that his
brother, that is to say my father, kindly accept his daughter, Nuzhat, as a daughter-in-law. Though he did not say it
openly, he also made it clear that the boy liked the girl.
After the arrival of this letter a state of astonishment hung like a shadow over our house for a while but then
joy quickly took its place. My mother and grandmother were very pleased that Qaisu had changed his mind about
Zamurd. Even though they had not seen Nuzhat for many years, they were convinced that Nuzhat must be a
thousand times better than Zamurd. Both of them tried to dredge up whatever they could remember about the
looks and appearance of Nuzhat’s parents, grandparents and other relatives and they came to the conclusion that
Nuzhat must have turned out to be a pretty little girl. And no one had any doubt that she must be very elegant and
good humored because the whole family was elegant and good humored. My father was also pleased that his
niece would become his daughter-in-law.
But he did not at all like Qaisu Bhai’s capriciousness. He sees one girl today and is ready to sacrifice himself
over her and then he sees another the next day and becomes infatuated with her.
“This is not a good sign,” he said to my mother.
I was the only one in the house who was furious with Qaisu Bhai for what he had done. I was in favor of
Zamurd, maybe because I had known Zamurd since childhood and had only seen Nuzhat once or twice, and that a
long time ago. But I did not show my anger because I knew that no one would take any notice of it, even though I
had graduated from high school and was getting ready to go to college.
My father did not think it wise to give my brother any leeway this time and immediately set out with my
mother for Nagpur where they completed the formal engagement ceremony and then came back home contented.
My mother kept singing Nuzhat’s praises for many days after her return. She goes to college, she plays
badminton, she even knows all about running a home. She’s as pretty as a flower, as bright as the sun, as beautiful
as the moon, though her nose is a bit small. She’s healthy, doesn’t get palpitations, she knows how to sing as well,
always cheerful, and so on.
Then one day she went over to my aunt’s and informed her that “the boy has changed his mind, what can I do.
Boys these days!”
My aunt responded: “I only agreed because you asked. Otherwise there is no shortage of boys for Zamurd. The
one who is studying to be a doctor in London.”
After that I went off to college and was away from home for six years. I would see my aunt and Zamurd when
I came back home every now and then. But such occasions were few and far between, because I spent most of the
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holidays running around enjoying myself. Besides which, I had been at college for barely two years when my
uncle died and my aunt went to live with her son, taking Zamurd with her. I only saw my aunt in her own home
once after the death of my uncle. I had come home for the long vacation. Six or eight weeks had passed since my
uncle’s death. My aunt was getting ready to travel. I went over to her house to offer my condolence. She met me
with great affection. She held me tight, examined me carefully, and began to shower compliments on me.
“Look how young and handsome you’ve turned out to be, my little darling. You shouldn’t wear a shervani; a
suit looks really good on you,” etcetera, etcetera. I sat with her for a long time. We talked about various things.
She was happy at the thought of going to that distant place where her son lived. The climate of her native region
no longer suited her. The palpitations had increased. Her legs never stopped aching. Zamurd’s health was not good
either. I looked towards Zamurd who was sitting nearby. It was true that the skin around her eyes had darkened
but otherwise she seemed fit and well.
My aunt kept talking and I kept thinking that when there was any mention of my late uncle, I would say a few
words of regret. But my aunt did not utter his name once in the hour or two hours that we talked. So I had to come
back from her house without saying those few words. As I was leaving, I looked around the house and I
understood why my aunt had made no mention of my uncle. When he was alive, it was hard to feel his presence in
that house. Now that he was with his Maker, it was even more difficult to feel his absence.
After this meeting, I did not see my aunt again until after I was free of my studies and lost in a round of empty
days and empty nights. It was summer. I sat around the house all day long waiting for the exam results. I no
longer felt at home in this tiny little town. Old friendships were now over or slowly dying. New friends, friends
from college, were scattered far and wide. I did not know how to pass the time.
In this state of restlessness, the sudden appearance of my aunt and Zamurd was a very pleasant surprise. I felt
comforted as soon as I saw them and felt assured that at least a few days would go by enjoyably. We had always
been drawn to my aunt ever since we were young. The way she talked, the things she said, you couldn’t find those
at our house. That is why, in comparison with her house, my own home always used to appear bland and boring to
me. I remember very well that even my father seemed to open up when talking to her. In those days there was a
great deal of laughter and fooling around, perhaps because family ties demanded it.
Her sudden arrival changed the atmosphere in our house. For me at least, the way she talked (which my
grandmother referred to as “tangled”), her stories, her retorts, her jokes became the stuff of delight and that
restlessness which had been choking me was knocked flat on its face. My aunt, had come partly for business
reasons, in other words, to look after her house and to carry out some repairs. But she also said that it had been so
long since she had seen her sister that she just got up and came, though events were to prove both assertions to be
false.
Because the house was now rented out, my aunt and Zamurd stayed with us. And just then I developed a high
fever. I was bedridden for several days and for about a week, I kept throwing up. Everyone in the house took care
of me. But, except for my mother, only my aunt took a leading part in this care and attention. Sometimes she
would massage my head; sometimes, when the fever became high, she would rub my hands and feet with a towel.
She would stay sitting close by my bed into the early hours of the morning.
One day in the evening, when my fever had broken, my bed was put out into the courtyard. Only my aunt was
sitting by me just then. She was rubbing my head and chatting about this and that. Somehow her hand found its
way into my hand. She was wearing a gold ring on one of the fingers of this hand. I stared at this ring for some
time for no particular reason and then, in that state of restlessness which illness often engenders in people, I said
to my aunt that I would like her to have a ring like that made for me. This was a strange and rude request because,
first of all, I was not fond of wearing rings and even if I had developed a taste for it, then I should have asked
someone in my own family, not my aunt for whom buying a gold ring was nothing short of a great extravagance.
But she was happy and immediately assured me that as soon as I was fully recovered, she would present me with
one gold ring.
This was just the talk of a passing moment. I mean, as far as I was concerned, it was the talk of a passing
moment. Two or three days later, I was well again and up and about and I completely forgot that I had asked my
aunt for a gold ring.
But she had not forgotten. One night when I came back after a stroll, she said, “Will you do something for me,
my dear?”
I said, “Of course. Just tell me.”
She said: “A letter from your Appia has arrived. She wants to come here. Your brother-in-law can’t get leave.
Will you go and fetch her?”

990

I said, “Of course!”
The next day I set out for Bareilly and four days later I returned home with Appia. When I returned, I learned
that Kaneez, who lived in a small town nearby, was already there. I did not understand why my aunt was
gathering everyone together here but I said nothing, thinking that my aunt had returned home after so many years
so how could she go back without seeing her daughters.
But I was wrong to think that, very wrong. And I found out just how wrong one night when my mother called
me to one side and asked me very seriously, “Darling dear” (she used to call me by this strange compound name),
“are you thinking of marrying Zamurd?”
There is an English saying which goes something like “hitting your head on the ceiling.”\fn{ “You could have
knocked me over with a feather!”, we would say in America .} I don’t know how much that conveys but believe me, if the
ceiling of the room in which my mother had asked me this question with such gravity had been lower, my head
would certainly have hit it. In one’s youth, one thinks all sorts of things and dreams grand and dirty dreams of all
kinds but I assure you, Zamurd hadn’t even cast so much as a shadow on my thoughts and dreams. You can judge
from this what effect my mother’s question had on me.
However, trying to smile, I said with a fake carelessness, “Of Course not.”
“But your aunt has announced that you told her so yourself.”
“I did?”
“Yes, you. That is what she told me.”
“That’s an out and out lie. I never said any such thing to her.”
“But she was saying that you asked her to have a gold ring made for you.”
I was dumb founded.
“I did say that. But—”
“But nothing. She thought what you meant was that you wanted to marry Zamurd and were asking for an
engagement ring.”
“But I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“Didn’t mean anything by it! If you’re that keen on wearing rings, you should have told me.”
“But I’m telling you, I didn’t mean anything by it. And anyway, in which country is asking for a ring the same
thing as a proposal of marriage?”
“How do I know. But your aunt says that it’s the custom with the English.”
I felt like running over to my aunt and having it out with her straightaway but my feet did not move.
“As far as I know, the English have no such custom.”
“So they don’t. But that’s the meaning she’s settled on. She has told me that the boy is ready and that is why
she has called her daughters together.”
“I am certainly not ready, nor will I ever be.”
The look on my mother’s face lightened a little.
“So shall I go tell her?”
“Right now.”
The next day a kind of silence hung over the house. The day after, my aunt and her daughters started packing
up. The day after that, all four travelers went their separate ways. The next day, the old lady who was our servant
but whom we called ‘Auntie’ because she ranked almost as a member of the family, told us that before leaving,
my aunt had told her that “Darling Dear’s marriage to Zamurd could not be agreed because of Darling Dear’s poor
health.”
A few months after this incident with the ring, Pakistan was created. My grandmother had passed away. Qaisu
Bhai was in Nagpur and his homeland was dear to my father. The rest of us went to Lahore.
One day I was walking along a street and what do I see but my aunt’s son, who was called Sardar, sitting in a
shop which had lots of large and small signs for foreign liquors. But the cover proved no guide to the contents of
the book. The shop must have been a liquor store at one time but since Sardar Bhai had staked his claim to it, the
bottles of alcohol had been replaced by creams, soaps, powders, oils, perfumes, socks, vests, underwear, towels,
playing cards and the like.
I was very happy to see Sardar Bhai. In those strange days one was always very glad to come across a friend or
someone dear in this foreign land that had become our homeland. I sat with him for a while; heard the tale of his
migration; told him mine. He told me that his mother and Zamurd were both with Appia in Multan. So Appia and
Tahir Sahib had also moved to Pakistan. He told me that my aunt and Zamurd had gone to Appia in Bareilly a few
days prior to Partition.
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When Pakistan was created Sardar Bhai, along with his wife, son and daughter, had to make a run for his life.
A few weeks after their departure, Tahir Sahib and Appia also had to flee, and my aunt and Zamurd headed for
Pakistan with them. People ran headlong in any direction they could. Sardar Bhai pitched camp in Lahore while
Appia and Tahir Sahib settled in Multan.
When Sardar Bhai and his wife came to our house one day, they gave us the news that my aunt and Zamurd
had come from Multan to Lahore, and were staying with them. Sardar Bhai left after a short while but his wife,
whom we called Bhabi, spent the whole day with us. We talked of the new country and went over old stories. It
was impossible to repeat the old stories without mentioning my aunt, especially when it was my mother and Bhabi
doing the repeating. Finally Bhabi, the tale-teller, told us that before Partition my aunt had gone off to stay with
Appia because she was angry with Sardar, complaining that he didn’t look after her and Zamurd. It was also one
of her complaints that her daughter-in-law showed her no respect and also that she did not provide Zamurd with
the things she needed, such as cream, powder and so on.
“Now I ask you Mother” (Bhabi also called my mother Mother), “who’s going to believe her. How can she say
that the son who has sent her money all these years doesn’t look after her? I’ve never so much as raised my voice
to her. I’ve probably looked after her more than her own son. That leaves the business about Zamurd and I ask
you, where are we going to find the money to put up with the expenses of her oils and things. We can’t be making
her a new silk dress every month! You shouldn’t live beyond your means. And then we have to think of our own
children too. We’ve told her so many times that she should free herself from the responsibility for the girl but no
boy takes her fancy. He must be handsome, well educated, with a decent income. The girl isn’t getting any
younger and she’s still laying down the same old conditions.”
A question came from my mother as to why she had moved from Multan.
Before answering, Bhabi took a good look in every direction and then began to speak as if she were divulging
some secret.
“God only knows what’s true and what isn’t. As far as all this is concerned, even Sardar keeps things from me.
But one day mother and son were whispering together and I caught some of it.”
When she reached this point her voice became very low.
“If you ask me, I think she ran from Multan because of Tahir Sahib. That man has bad habits and with his
young sister-in-law there too. She probably thought it best to get out of there. But God only knows what’s true and
what isn’t.”
For as long as my aunt stayed with Sardar Bhai we saw her many times. Sometimes we would go to her and
other times she would come over to our house. She had put on weight. Her eyesight was getting weaker. Her
joints ached more often. Apart from this, she was still the same aunt that she had always been. The same joking,
the same winks, the same tales and anecdotes, the same cheek stuffed with a paan, the same roving eyes. There
was no great change in Zamurd either. She was a little thinner than before and there were a few dark patches
around her eyes which, according to my aunt, added to the attractiveness of her face.
When I came back from the office one day, I found that I had been kicked out of my room and my belongings
had been moved into another room. Before I could ask the reason for this transformation, my mother took me
aside and told me that my aunt and Zamurd had up and left Sardar and moved in with us, and that because my
room was quite separate from the others, being on the second floor, it had been allotted to them.
When I asked about the cause of this migration, my mother told me that my aunt had had a falling out with
Sardar Bhai. But in fact, according to my aunt’s account, it would be better to say that her daughter-in-law had
made her fight with her son. Things had reached the point where she considered it a humiliation to stay one
moment longer in her son’s house. That’s why she and Zamurd had packed their bags and set up court at our
place. What had happened was that Sardar Bhai, who had been looking for a husband for Zamurd for some time,
had found a young man who, in the eyes of Sardar Bhai and his wife, was a perfect match for Zamurd. But in my
aunt's eyes he was in no way worthy of her daughter. Sardar Bhai had thought that, being a widower, the young
man would take good care of Zamurd, and his wife was of the opinion that Zamurd was unlikely to find a very
good match at her age. That is why they thought the young man should be accepted. So what if he was a
widower? He was on his own and the best thing was that he had no children from his first marriage. He also had a
decent income. He worked in a government office.
But my aunt absolutely refused to accept that her daughter should marry a “creature who has killed off his first
wife.” What is more he did not earn enough, which is to say only two hundred rupees a month. Her Zamurd could
never marry a clerk. “Such a jewel of a daughter and such a man!” And somehow she had found out that there was
something wrong with one of the young man’s eyes and because of this she bestowed on him the title of “Mister
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One-eyed.”
In short, there was much shouting and screaming. Sardar Bhai and his wife ran through the list of all the boys
who had been found for Zamurd and whom my aunt had rejected. And my aunt listed all the defects as a result of
which the boys had been rejected. When matters had reached this stage, the talk spilled over into other areas.
“She’s a young woman now.”
“Someone else’s chattel.”
“Who’s going to keep her and feed her for the rest of her life?”
These kinds of arguments were presented but my aunt stuck to her “I won’t put up with this” and “no one’s
going to shove Zamurd into hell as long as I’m alive.” Rancor took the place of reason and argument to such an
extent that my aunt issued an ultimatum that she would leave the house.
Her son and daughter-in-law asked mockingly, “And where will you go?” They thought she could hardly go to
Appia and Tahir Sahib since she had run off from there once already, and apart from Appia and Tahir Sahib who
else did she have in this country? But my aunt knew who else she had in this country.
“Where am I going to go? To my sister’s, that’s where. You two probably think that I have nowhere to go in
this foreign place but my sister is still alive. She may not be real kin but she’s better than kin like you.”
And as she left the house she declared,
“I’d rather die than ever cross this threshold again.”
According to my aunt, her daughter-in-law had responded to this declaration with,
“See how long your sister doles out charity. One day you’ll have to come back here after all.”
Sardar Bhai and his wife must have thought that she was angry just then and that when she cooled down she
would come back. In the beginning we also thought that this was just a mother and son fight; that they would
make up in no time at all and that one day my aunt, along with Zamurd, would go back to Sardar Bhai’s house. If
my mother hadn’t expected this I am sure that she would have shied away from taking responsibility for my aunt
and Zamurd.
But we thought wrong because, six months later, when I was transferred to Tehran, my aunt and Zamurd were
still at our house and my mother had become convinced that they would never go back to Sardar Bhai’s, since
during that time Sardar Bhai had tried several times to take her back but to no avail. If it hadn’t been for Zamurd,
my mother would not have been worried about having my aunt in her house. But because of Zamurd my aunt’s
presence felt like a burden to her, though she said nothing. She was after all her sister—not her real sister, only an
adopted sister, but a sister nevertheless.
I stayed in Tehran for more or less a year. During this time I kept receiving news of my aunt and Zamurd via
my mother’s letters. My aunt was poorly much of the time now. There was no serious illness, but a number of
small illnesses had attacked her all at once. Cold, flu, coughs, fever, aching joints, problems with digestion, and so
on and so on. Her eyesight was also weaker than before. Her condition had not made her totally helpless but she
could not walk around much and when she did, it was with support. All I found out about Zamurd was that she
had become very weak and was still unmarried.
When, at the end of the year, I took leave and came home, I brought with me an Iranian wife. The whole
family had already seen photographs of her. But when did photographs ever satisfy. Everyone was longing to see
a walking, talking, laughing, living, breathing daughter-in-law or sister-in-law. My aunt too. I was very pleased
that everyone in the family seemed to approve of my choice, including my aunt, although she spotted one
shortcoming in my wife which was that she did not quite have that spirit “that our girls have.”
My aunt was still installed in the room which I once used to occupy, but Zamurd had moved downstairs, into
my younger sister, Samina’s room. She had moved down because it was uncomfortable sharing a room with my
aunt because of her illnesses.
My mother was the one who looked after my aunt most of the time and every now and then the boys and girls
in the house and Zamurd too would also lend a hand in this good work in the hope of reaping future rewards for
their charitable deeds. My aunt was very happy with my mother’s conduct towards her, and she had no complaints
about Zamurd because the girl was “in the prime of her youth” and could not be expected to spend all her time
looking after an invalid.
*
My aunt was no longer up to getting about on her own. Every second or third day she would have a
temperature. She could not digest her food properly. She sighed and groaned all the time and showered blessings
on my mother.
But there was little in common between the Zamurd that my mother used to talk about in her letters and the
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Zamurd I saw when I came back from Tehran. She was not weak, nor was her skin yellow, nor were there patches
around her eyes. One day I just happened to say to my mother that Zamurd seemed very healthy now and that she
appeared happy and lively. But my mother just said “yes” and put me off.
Zamurd had one friend in the house and one in the neighborhood. The friend at home was Samina and the
name of the friend who was a neighbor was Nikhat. When she was done with the day’s work she would either
hole up in Samina’s room or go over to Nikhat’s. But ever since I had returned she had been spending most of her
free time at Nikhat’s house.
We knew Nikhat and her family very well. She lived alone with her parents. She had a brother who was
stationed in Karachi. They were well-to-do, decent, and honorable people. Which is why we saw more and more
of them, so much so that their servant would run errands for us and our servants for them.
It was a pitch black winter night. The whole house had gone to sleep. Silence hung over every corner.
There was a knocking on my bedroom door. I don’t know how long it had been going on for. I turned on the
lamp and looked at the clock before opening the door. It was one o’clock.
My mother and Samina were standing at the door and they both looked worried. As my mother and Samina
came into the room, my wife woke up too.
I asked, “What’s the matter?”
My mother hesitated for an instant. Then she said, “Come with me a minute, dear.”
Once in her own room she said, “Zamurd hasn’t come back yet!”
“Hasn’t come back! Hasn’t come back from where?”
“From Nikhat’s.”
“What’s there to worry about in that. She probably forgot about the time.”
“She’s never been this late before.”
“Maybe she’s sleeping over.”
“She’s never done that before either.”
“Then let’s go and see.”
My mother said, “Take Samina with you.”
Nikhat’s house was just a few steps from our house. On the way Samina told me that she had been reading and
had fallen asleep without switching off the lamp. A little later she woke up and saw that Zamurd’s bed was empty.
Thinking that she was probably over at Nikhat’s house or in some other room, she was about to switch off the
lamp when it occurred to her to check the time. When she looked at the clock she realized that it was almost one
o’clock. Then she became alarmed and went and banged on my mother’s door.
We knocked for ten or twelve minutes before anyone opened the door at Nikhat’s house, and it wasn’t her
servant who opened it but her father.
When we were in the drawing room I inquired if Zamurd was there.
He said no but then he said we should ask Nikhat. Zamurd might be with her in her room or she might know
her whereabouts.
It was dark in Nikhat’s room. She came out rubbing her eyes and was surprised to see Samina and me in her
house at that late hour.
Her father asked her if Zamurd was with her. She said “No.”
Then he asked her if she knew whether Zamurd was all right or not.
She said again, “No. But why? What’s happened?”
We gave some vague, incoherent answer and came back. My mother was waiting. We told her that Zamurd was
not at Nikhat’s house, nor did they know anything else.
My mother sat down with her head in her hands and said, “I suspected something right from the start.”
It was suddenly daytime in the house. Everyone was up. All sorts of conjectures were being put forward,
anxieties were being expressed. Just then there was a knock on the front door. We all ran towards the door but
were very disappointed to see only Nikhat and her father and mother. They had come to ask what the matter was
after all. What had happened to Zamurd? That Zamurd was not at home, this much they already knew. So what
was the point of hiding anything from them. We had to tell them everything, or at least whatever we knew.
Then Nikhat’s father, her mother and Nikhat took me, my mother and Samina into separate rooms. Five or six
minutes later, we all came back to the room from which we had been taken away. Nikhat’s father, her mother and
Nikhat had told me, my mother and Samina that they thought Zamurd had run off with their servant Nadir. After
Samina and I had left, they had checked Nadir’s room and discovered that not only had Nadir disappeared, his
trunk and bedding were also gone. Their suspicions were confirmed by Nikhat’s statement that she had often seen
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Zamurd laughing and chatting with Nadir. Samina told Nikhat that she too did not like Zamurd’s talking so freely
with a servant. My mother said to Nikhat’s mother that that Nadir had seemed a bit of a vagabond to her right
from the start. And I said nothing to Nikhat’s father. Right from the start I did not suspect; I was convinced.
While this was going on, the bell in the kitchen began to ring. Ever since my aunt’s condition had deteriorated,
a bell button had been installed in her room so that whenever she needed something, or wanted someone, she
could ring the bell. Shortly after, our servant Khansa Maan came running and said,
“Begum Sahib is calling.”
“Calling who?” my mother asked.
“For you.”
My mother looked at me and I at her.
“It’s best if you go,” I said.
“No, you go.” As I said, “All right” and began to leave, she interrupted. “Wait. What are you going to say?”
“Nothing,” I said.
“How long can you keep it from her?”
I left the room without answering.
My aunt was lying down, groaning. When she heard the sound of my footsteps she said, “Who is it? Is that
you, my little darling boy?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Why this vigil? What’s going on?” she asked.
“Vigil?”
She said, “Why so many voices at this hour? It must be four in the morning.”
“No, it’s two.”
“So why’s everyone up so late?”
I had decided not to conceal the truth from my aunt. I would tell her everything that had happened, clear and
simple. I don’t know why, but when the time came, I was rattled and I lied.
“A girl from the neighborhood has run off.”
My aunt was groaning. Her groans stopped. She opened her eyes and tried to sit up. When I went to help her, I
realized that she was burning up.
“You’re running a very high temperature.”
“I know, son. This damn fever won’t leave me alone. Anyway, who’s the girl who’s run off.”
I was not prepared for this question, or at least not fully prepared, because the first name that came into my
head was Nikhat’s and that was the name I gave to my aunt.
On hearing Nikhat’s name, a look of absorbed reflection spread over her face. She said “I see” very
meaningfully and then asked, “Who with?”
Again I said without thinking, “With her servant.”
She sat up properly.
“With Nadir! Really!”
“Yes,” I said.
“Turned into a servant girl herself!”
I said nothing.
“He was only a servant, but young and good-looking all the same.”
Again I said nothing.
“Her father and mother must have come looking for her.”
“Yes.”
“Are they still here?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Come on. Take me downstairs.” I panicked.
“You’re burning up and it’s very cold outside. You really shouldn’t go out when it’s like this.”
She accepted what I was saying but kept me there and asked me all the details of this running away for twenty
minutes. She was groaning with pain but still asking questions. All the lies I could tell, I told.
As I was leaving she asked one more question.
“What is Zamurd doing?”
I answered. “She’s up too.”
On the morning of the next day, when my mother went to my aunt to tell her the truth, she found that death had
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taken her.
34.180 The Pit\fn{by Jayawant Dalwi (1925-1994)} Sawantwadi, Sindhudurg City District, Maharashtra State, India
(M) 3
Day and night. Rain pounding down. Four days. Down came the hammers. Pounding, pounding. And then the
gale. Back and forth, up and down, around and around, in and out.
Subba put back the tin sheets and weighted down with boulders. Still they flapped and rattled, threatening to
pitch the stones off. Not that he minded putting on more stones but if these fell off, they would be difficult to find
in the lake or mire below. It was already knee-deep. In some places water came up to the chest. Trees were down
everywhere. So also electric poles—all was dark these last two days.
Subba felt damp all over. No sleep for three days. His hut was half-drowned in water. For himself, he would
have sought a little dry corner below a staircase in some nearby building; but there was that poor bitch, Dolgi!
And just littered; and where’s the pup? In the hospital, and she’s here. Half-drowned, milk-heavy.
“Fine time you chose, you!” He said every half-hour.
She sat on the empty dalda tins stacked on the wooden frame of the bed. From below, the water came up, from
the tin-sheets above it came down. Another inch or two and the cans would float.
“What’s the time?” she asked.
“You, got to know time to sleep, is it?” Subba said, clenching his teeth.
“Nah! Tide will be low at sunrise, see? Then this water …” she muttered, wiping again the splatters that fell
from above. Already she was wheezing. If only there were something hot, spicy, burning—yah! Subba’ll bring a
couple of green pigeons—their blood’s hot. That strong, biting gravy—yah! Just the thought of it brought the
sharp heat in her mouth and throat.
Subba went out under the mango tree. It only felt like shelter. The leaves dripped on him, drip, drip like his
hair itself had started dripping now. A hundred times he wrung out the rag around his neck to wipe his face and
still the water dripped and, the bitch! It was salt! Then his pants. Narrow. Clinging. Drove him mad. Couldn’t pull
them up.
“Goddam, Goddam!” he would mutter every time he tried to roll the bottom.
“Ai, are you not going to the hospital?” Dolgi shouted from inside.
“Yah, yah! Wait, you!” he croaked, looking up to see if the rain had abated, and got a mouthful of water.
“Go, go! See that bastard! You want I should go? I’ll go, me!”
He cursed her silently. Hah! You’ll go, will you? Go! And your belly? Slit from here to here! Go! I’ll see you
go! And he started.
“Ai! Wait, wait!” She pulled a few mouthfuls of milk from her teats into a bottle and gave it to him, wrapped in
a rag. He took it and turned.
“Is that the kind of face you are going to show him?”
“Who?”
“Who? Your son! That’s who!” she shouted. “Smile!”
“Hah!”
Like a swimmer breasting a tide he got into the road. That is, what he thought was the road. He couldn’t see it
at all. One or two poles, a few drowned cars.
“Are the trains running?” He asked a man with an umbrella and a sack. Hardly expecting an answer.
“What trains?” the man asked and guffawed; and went on laughing. His dhoti was tucked in about his waist;
even his jacket edge was wet. He held the umbrella high in one hand and the sack in the other, above his head.
Such an old man, laughing! Subba was astonished. A couple of urchins shivered further on.
“See where you are going, brother, look up and down, look before and after!” they were chanting.
Subba could hardly think. His stomach was empty. He had had no sleep. And now that infernal trek to the
K.E.M. hospital\fn{King Edward Hospital} and back.
And to see what? A bandaged and swaddled lump with tubes probing into it and coming out of it. Face as big
as your fist, mouth open and eyes closed.
“How does it live?” He wondered aloud.
“Just seeing him makes me half die.”
The rain heard him out.
“And that slut! Sez smile! Smile! And the milk! Ugh.”
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He poured out the milk and put back the empty bottle. He walked into a tea-shack and had a couple of hot cups
with bread. Now he felt more like it and started off. He had a deal to go yet. To see that dried prawn. Full eight
pounds born. Dolgi’s tummy’d looked like twins. “You’ve been shoving double banana?” he’d asked. But in the
end there was this one, eight pounds. And now dried to a dab. Hardly alive.
He got out of the rain in the porch of the K.E.M. hospital. He bent this way and that easing some. Tried to sit
down but the damned parts stuck to him. Plus the bottle. Curse it. Take it and break it. No more grief. But in the
end he did nothing. Took the bottle out. Kept in before him. Shook and flapped like a crow. Wiped his face on the
wet shirt. Smoked a cigarette and went in.
“Well, we are not alone in it, this poor mite of mine and me! There’s all these folk about, sick and dying; God’s
will!” He thought and felt a little better for it.
“Ah! How are you?”
“Well.”
“You are late!”
“Yah. The rain … you are going?”
“Yah!”
“Get along, then! Good luck, friend.”
He went on and looked back once to the man he’d wished well. He too was looking back, his cured child in his
arms.
“Good luck, God be with you.”
He muttered and went on. On to the bed by the window And there was no one there.
He seemed to dissolve.
It was nine at night. He went on smoking cigarettes and crushing the buts on the floor.
“Dolgi’ll be waiting.” he thought and stirred restlessly.
The blob of dead flesh had to be claimed. He was fed up. Smoked some more. Dug into his ear. Induced some
sneezes.
“Goddam time, won’t pass!”
And he continued to squat there. Let’s get up and go, he thought. Let them do what they want with it. What’s it
to me? He got up and went with it. What’s it to me? He got up and went a few paces, then came back and sat
down again. More trekking to the cemetery. No time to ask a couple of men to come along. All to be done alone.
“It’s my son!” he thought and remained seated. “Not going to say to Dolgi. She’ll weep, fit to bust her torn
belly. Won’t say anything.”
He went on staring at the smoke.
The darkness was thick now. He bumped into solid dark wherever he turned. The keeper wouldn’t come along,
just opened the gate.
Subba was digging. There was water up to his ankles on the ground. He dug under it. God knows how long,
how deep, how broad. Dig, dig. Then he put the spade by and groped about for the bundle. That too was drowned
and couldn’t find the pit. God! Throw it up and go! But he tucked the bundle under his arm and went on groping
for the pit. And then suddenly there was another with him, also groping. Dark as a shadow.
“Where is that hole!” Subba shouted loudly, hoping to pierce the shell of dark.
“We’ll find it!” the other said, so softly Subba could barely hear him. And then Subba’s foot went into the
damn ditch. He nearly laughed; he was so relieved.
“Yah! Here it is!”
He put the lump into hole and it would not go in. He suspected the ditch was too small but he was finished
now. He rammed the clod into the earth, and pushed and tramped the sod on it with his feet. The other was also
helping. Who knows what was happening below that water. On top only the water shook and bubbled.
Subba thought the man said, “Let be!”
And the rain went on hammering the water and the thick, sticky, tough dark resounded to the footfalls on water.
As he came out, Subba thought, better pay the poor rascal something; and he put his hand in his pocket, turning
back. But there was no one there. Just the wall of darkness.
“God! It could not be Bankat!”
He shivered with the thought. He lurched backwards a little like a drunk, thinking he would bump into the
other, but there was no one there. Then he went on through the dark, groping and stumbling and feeling that
Bankat was following him.
Dolgi was Bankat’s woman; Subba enticed her away. She was carrying his bun in the oven\ffn{ Child in her womb;
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a common slang expression:H}

when she came. Subba said, “I don’t want to feed his spawn!” and made her abort. He
thought at that time that Bankat would be after him with a knife, but he never came. Was never seen again.
He didn’t know what time it was when he got back. The rain had stopped. Dolgi had dozed off on the tins. She
opened her eyes as she heard him splash through the water.
“How’s he?” Her face opened up.
“Well.”
“He smiled?”
“Yah!”
“And you? You smiled?”
“Yes! Smiled!”
She also smiled. He went on staring at her.
“He drank the milk?”
“Yah!”
Her face seemed to open out some more. Her blouse was sticky and wet.
“Anybody come?” he asked abruptly.
“Who?”
“Bankat?”
“Nah! Why?”
“Just like that!”
And then they said nothing.
*
The rain had stopped altogether. Blue sky.
And he wished it would rain. Pound. Hammer. Over his eyes, streams of water.
And with the bottle of mother’s milk in his pocket he started out.
Dolgi said,
“I’ll make something hot. Strong stuff, curry. Bring green pigeon.”
He nodded and put the sling shot in the other pocket. She yelled at his retreating back. “Smile at him, you!”
He heard it and went on—like he could see his way first time in his life-straight, to the graveyard.
The water was all soaked up, drained away.
Not a trace of a mound, a pit. He couldn’t even fit into the holes. Shouldn’t something show? A finger, a foot, a
toe? Where did I bury him then? Or did Bankat take him away after all?
*
Revenge.
Yesterday, he could see nothing.
Today, he could think nothing.
Overhead two patches of clouds scudded along.
234.184 Excerpt from Opening Moves\fn{by Srilal Sukla (1925-2011)} Atranli Village, Aligarh District, Uttar
Pradesh, India (M) 12
1
As far back as April, Meduram—whom we all called “Neta”\fn{ A neta is a reader, usually in the political sphere }—was
already fretting. And at times his Memsahib\fn{ Wife} would lean her back, tense as a drawn bow against the wall
and softly sing to herself words we couldn’t quite catch though their meaning was clear enough: she too was
tormented by memories of her village.
This had been going on for several days. Memsahib looked in low spirits even while she was working, with the
coiled strip of a torn cement bag on her head on which she had piled eleven bricks arranged in six layers. When
she approached the mistri,\fn{The kind of workman who may be employed for all manner of tasks, the “jack of all trades” } she
wouldn’t throw those bricks down with her customary vigor, pause first and scold Neta, saying things like,
“Aren’t you going back to the village even for the Jawara festival? If you stay here you’ll gamble away whatever
we’ve saved.” The mistri, who gambled every evening with Neta, would say, “It’s pretty risky, this gambling
business,” while Neta, with his greasy wavy hair and swarthy complexion, displaying the dingy splendor of his
uneven teeth, would turn to me to answer:
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“When Munshi\fn{ The narrator of this story, we eventually learn, is Santosh Kumar, called familiarly “Sattey”; though he is a
Brahmin he is addressed as Munshi by the workmen, and this is a title of members of the Kayasth caste (known as writers, lawyers, and the
like), and denoting a clerk or book-keeper} lets us go, we’ll go—right?”
Munshi meant me. When I heard him I’d drop my usual lazy manner and, to make a show of being on the job,
turn away and yell in a bossy way at some workman. But I knew that if a labourer from Bilaspur felt depressed no
power between Bilaspur and Delhi could hold him back unless you held the whip of an old debt over him—which
my hand didn’t. This was good, anyway, since without it my dirty hand was saved from being that much dirtier. In
the end, tired of stalling every day for a week or more, I gave the two of them permission to go home.
With full regalia—that is to say, a tin trunk and an old cement sack packed with all the household odds and
ends stuffed in like grass cuttings—they set out for the station. I explained to them that to go from here they
should catch the day train that went from Lucknow to Allahabad and travel only by day, never by night. But as I
expected, Neta missed the day train and they ended up traveling only by night after all.
When they’d passed three stations and were coming into Nigonha there was a robbery on their train.
Afterwards they somehow managed to make their way back. The next day there they were, standing in front of
our half-finished house asking for work. Memsahib described the robbery in detail, without tears and with only a
few irrelevances.
Although the scariness of what happened was not apparent from her description, Neta emerged a certified
genuine coward. He sat silent in the detached pose of King Janak—if a fixed stare, spread lips and protruding
teeth may be considered a detached pose. Then, in much the same way as Morarji Desai, our Prime Minister of
some time back, ignoring the deaths of his pilots (and even his own cracked ribs) following an airplane crash,
might without any concern for himself turn to study some official papers, in much the same way Neta said,
“Well, Mistri, from now on I’ll be depending on you for my pipe.” The pipe—in other words, ganja. The
mistri, staring at him, said to me innocently,
“I don’t how what he’s babbling about.” Memsahib spoke:
“The lamps in the compartment began to flicker. When the train slowed down, they got dimmer, when it
stopped they began to go out, by now the light was only a faint streak, it got pitch dark in the compartment. The
train moved along, bucking and stalling. Suddenly the boy sitting next to me stood up. He had a country-made
pistol in his hand. My heart stopped beating inside my breast …” My mind was just beginning to wander between
robbers threatening with a pistol and Memsahib’s breast when her fingers suddenly pointed towards me.
“He was exactly like Munshi: sickly-looking, the same height. Long hair just like his. Whenever the police
want me to, I can identify him out of a hundred.
“He shoved his pistol right up against your Neta’s temple. There were two or three other boys with them. They
stood up by the compartment doors and pulled out their pistols too. One of them had a big chopping knife in his
hand and said to everybody,
“Shut up and sit still, don’t get your throats cut just for your belongings.”
“Neta just sat like a statue. It’s only here that he shouts and rants, in the train he didn’t even let out a puppy’s
whimper. They made me open up my case. A lot of other people from our district were in the compartment too.
We’d all run out of luck.”
Mernsahib's voice was very appealing. At times when she forgot and spoke in her natural tone it seemed that
she wanted to seduce you in some dark comer. But she’d developed a habit of talking loud, which probably came
from working among men all day. At this moment there was an even sharper ring in her voice. I ought to have
listened properly, with more concentration, as the mistri was doing, but my attention was wandering because of
her flushed face and steadily heaving, shapely bosom. And also because a frightening robbery incident couldn’t
shake me up; there was nothing new in it for me.
A policeman routinely takes a human corpse to the mortuary for the post-mortem. He has it sewn up in some
cloth and puts it in a bicycle rickshaw. The head of the corpse dangles out of the rickshaw, the legs stretch away in
another direction. The rickshaw whirrs along with the policeman sitting in it, smoking a beedi and taking in the
sights of the market. I could listen to the story of the railway robbery while sipping my tea with just about as
much feeling as there is in the policeman’s mind at such a moment.
I called a workman, gave him two one-rupee notes, and told him to bring us four glasses of tea from the corner.
*
There was no need for me to pay attention to this tale of brigandage. Even fast asleep I could provide a running
commentary. The young people—“youth power” as we called them—who robbed Neta and his wife and the other
travelers were almost certainly my old pals: I’d bet a ten-rupee note on it.
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Some learned sociologists have called the Indian train a village on wheels. But actually, in comparison with the
train, a village is terribly insignificant. The train is an amalgam of the civilization and culture of village, town and
city—including their own particular kinds of hooliganism too, though there’s no need to mention hooliganism
separately, it’s part of civilization, or culture, or both, or maybe both of them are really just part of hooliganism.
At any rate, when you’re assaulted in your compartment with vendors yelling while they sell cucumbers, roseapples, mangoes, fried gram, guavas, peanuts and sugarcane, then it certainly does turn into a village.
When a widow singing a marriage song and rattling a brass pot, shoves her young daughter forward as though
she were a heifer and demands a hand-out for her wedding, then this same compartment becomes a town. When
pickpockets and poisoners slither in and their companions drop to their knees to play cards, using a briefcase for a
table, and drink moonshine, right on the spot you have a genuine twenty-four carat city. Blind men, the lame and
maimed, lepers and vendors peddling sweets, paan, beedis and cigarettes in the compartment produce the
atmosphere of a big city Hanuman temple. If you ride, a captive among all these, then you’re a passenger and
need a ticket. If you’re a thief, swindler or bandit, or a milkman or a beggar or a young man who travels every
day, why in that case you’re a “Daily Regular”—and then you’re the railway’s own darling, entitled to move
about without hindrance, exchanging greetings with the railway staff and regarding yourself as the proprietor of
this India-on-wheels just as surely as though you had it tucked into your pant pocket. The bona fide passengers
have no claim to the Indian Railways, which are the ancestral property of this other community alone.
In this community—I’m speaking of my own district—the most powerful faction is that of the people who
travel every day, in other words, the Daily Regulars. Also the milkmen’s. The truth is, in this railway hell both
these factions put forth claims to sovereign authority.
As soon as they get the chance the milkmen slip into a compartment like Pindaris, those brigands of old. They
tie their canisters to the window and dangle them outside, then drag their bicycles in and crowd them together like
bales of hay. Although when they see these canisters clustered like coconuts on every side of the compartment the
novice travelers are deceived into thinking they’re in the company of toiling village cowherds who rise at dawn to
milk their cows or go from house to house to collect their milk, leaving wife and children behind to rush to town
for the sake of their sinful hungry bellies, the knowledgeable passenger will recognize this compartment as a town
struck with plague and not give it a second look.
For their part, the Daily Regulars, who are particularly expert at assaulting the reserved compartments,
wouldn’t dream of confronting the milkmen without first taking an estimate of their own combined strength and
numbers. These two factions travel daily on the trains through some thirty or forty miles of village stations,
always in an uneasy state of co-existence.
Well then, this was surely the work of the Daily Regulars. I myself had been one until last year and knew just
about all the Regulars on that line, since for years we had ridden it together. We’d form a gang some distance out
of Lucknow and come into the city together. Some of us were not only studying but working as well, and not all
who studied were in the university but were spread around, from the Shia College, Kanyakubja College,
Dayanand Anglo-Vedic College, Vidyant Hindu College, Christian College and the like, all the way to the SmallPickings Charitable School. Everyone was out to acquire a B.A. or M.A., after which they could start sitting for
the Indian Administrative Service exams and then, through bribery, get a flunkey’s job in the Rural Development
Bank or, at best, an accountant’s chair in the Weaker Sections’ Development Corporation.
About forty per cent of the Daily Regulars had previously been students of this sort and now held government
or government-associated posts, and because many of them had bought their job with hard cash they regarded it as
their hereditary property. The Daily Regulars had their own organization with its own Executive Committee,
whose sole object was to tie a tin can to the tail of the railway officials; I myself had been its vice-chairman for
two years. ‘
Most of the Daily Regulars—with the exception of a few employed in banking and insurance, whose salaries
were just a little less than the District Collector’s—were third- and fourth-class employees. But from their
arrogance one realized that they were Daily Regulars and even their bosses’ bosses took it for granted that to get
in their way was about as safe as to sit still while you passed your hand over a scorpion’s stinging tail. They knew
that the skinny scrawny young weakling, with his Adam’s apple sticking out, standing before them with downcast
eyes, would turn into a blood-thirsty panther as soon as his cohorts arrived, and so the Daily Regulars got away
with a thousand murders.
Neither the principals nor office managers determined the time when they would arrive at the college or the
office—this was decided by the railway time-table. Two years ago, in my capacity as vice-chairman of the Daily
Regulars’ Association, I’d issued a statement proclaiming, without any irrelevant humility, that the reconciliation
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of college and office schedules with our arrivals and departures was the responsibility of the Minister of Railways.
If some Daily Regulars now and then shove the barrel of a pistol up against the temple of an insignificant
fellow like this Neta or snatch a chain from a lady’s neck, well, whatever the law may say, it’s not worth shouting
about. It’s just fun or, at the most, their practical philosophy of life.
Now, their practical philosophy of life is practical in the extreme. For example, if their home is a couple of
miles from the station, then, near their village, before they reach the station, it will be quite natural for them to
pull the chain or take out the hose-pipe. If it’s a question of just one day, well, they might walk home from the
station, but what sensible person would trudge two miles twice a day every day? Similarly, even if the train is
packed, they’ll insist on getting seats. If they have to go by train every day, how long can they be expected to
wear out their legs? So they’ll squash some courteous-looking gentleman to the right or left, whether there’s room
or not, and force him to squeeze his behind into one sixty-fourth of the space.
If the traveler is embarrassed he’ll be the one to get up and stand gazing out the window to admire the beauty
of the prospect. Then our Daily Regular companions, acknowledging his cultured manners, will abandon their
natural abusive form of address and observe European etiquette concerning the weather, talking to him about the
heat today or whether or not there’s been rain where he comes from.
Now, rail tickets also fall within the purview of this practical wisdom: if you have to ride every day how long
can you be expected to buy tickets? You bought one yesterday. And if it’s a question of a monthly ticket, well, this
month we have the Dussehra holidays too, and you won’t find any idiots in these parts who’ll buy a monthly
ticket to be used on only ten days of the month.
The climax of this reasoning is reached in the plundering of workers coming from districts like Durg, Raipur,
or Bilaspur, that is, the wilds of the state called Madhya Pradesh, which boasts of getting ninety-five per cent
marks in the challenging area of arts and culture but only five per cent for economic development. These people,
returning to their village with the wealth earned in our state—what are they going to do with so much money? Do
they really have the sense to spend it wisely? In the end they’ll just squander it and come back, won’t they? Better
to lighten their burden right now. The money will be applied to good works. It will prove useful in paying college
fees or bribing an official to get a job for your elder brother. If nothing else, well, it will be put into the hands of
some fellow running a roadside restaurant as payment for his chicken and rum.
*
“A very, very dark young fellow,” I said, “with pock-marks on his face. And his hair standing up stiff no matter
how much oil and water he smears on it. Isn’t he the one who shoved a pistol against Neta’s temple?” Memsahib
stared at me and said,
“I told you, Munshiji, he was just like you. Are you dark? Do you have marks on your face?”
“Shut up,” said Neta, but no one paid any attention to him.
So then, this job was done by Harcharan and Company—so I thought but didn’t say it. He had studied for the
B.A. with me, and now he was studying law. He was just as fair and skinny as me. Once, when a court-ordered
check-up on ticketless travelers was going on, the police tried to nab Harcharan but he gave them the slip and hid,
crouching under the desk in the stationmaster’s office. The unlucky fellow had to go on being the stationmaster,
so he pointed his finger towards the outer corridor and began to yell,
“He went that way.”
From behind, the two of us looked so much alike that the police pounced on me. As it happened, that day while
buying a ticket for my uncle with his money I’d also taken one for myself. Shoving the cop away I said,
“Careful, don’t put your filthy leathery hands on me!”
As though showing off the eighth wonder of the world I pulled the ticket out of my pocket and flourished it
under his nose, then delivered a brief but devastating speech against the railway administration.
This was a commonplace sort of incident. Last year, after I finished my M.A. in political science, realizing that
the only thing to do was to become an LLB while I sat around doing nothing, I first registered for the law degree
in a local college and then took up a job as munshi, or clerk, for the owner of this unfinished house; since then this
huge pit—that is, my life—has been filled with hundreds of such “commonplace incidents.” I said,
“Memsahib, don’t worry. I’ll find out who the robbers are.”
“Will we get our money back too?”
“How do you think you’re going to get it back? But at least you’ll never be treated like this again in Uttar
Pradesh.”
As soon as I said it, I saw my figure attired in the trim and spruce uniform of the Uttar Pradesh DirectorGeneral of Police. Without even closing my eyes, I began to watch a reel of an imaginary movie in which at a
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signal from me, the vigilant police at the Nigonha station strung up Harcharan and his companions from the
branch of a tree like bats, and made them spill out the full details of the railway robbery.
2
When the car stopped Paramatmaji\fn{ This is a personal name, but also denotes the Supreme Being }did not get out right
away; he put up the window, wrinkled his nose and sat inside for a little while. Swarthy complexion, dwarfish
figure, on his forehead a vermilion mark. The car windows gleamed like a good Technicolor film through the
cyclone of sand, dust, bits of plaster and brick and the like that whirled up as the car came to a stop. When the
dust which had gone flying up and down, right and left, settled back in its former place as well as on our clothes
and faces, the driver opened the door. The moment he stepped out, Paramatmaji asked,
“What happened with the carpenter?”
“He didn’t show up today,” I said.
“Did anybody check at his house?”
“I went yesterday myself, twice, and this morning too. He’s gone to some wedding and nobody could say when
he’d be back.”
“How much of an advance did you give him?”
“Three hundred and seventy rupees.”
“You’re a fool! Well, forget about him now, arrange for somebody else. You can forget about the three hundred
and seventy too. But what do you care? You were taken in right from the beginning.”
I brought my lips together, spread them right and left and screwed up my eyes. That’s the way we Daily
Regulars used to smile. I said,
“Jijaji, it’s not that way at all. If I don’t get back five hundred for the three hundred and seventy, then you can
call me anything you want.”
He’s not my jija, that is, my sister’s husband, lord and master, nevertheless I call him Jijaji. He married the
daughter of one of our neighbours in the village. If we indulge in a little flashback, I can tell you that he married
the girl who had been my childhood friend; in elegant poetic language, my sweetheart. She and I used to run
together on the dikes between the fields; we would pile up the hay in the barn to make a tomb and, tangling limb
with limb, bury ourselves together, then shake the straw out of our hair and emerge like angels. Later, she might
truly have become my sweetheart, but certain reasons—social, economic, political and psychological—worked
against it.
The social reason was (and is) that our village people are ill-disposed towards marriage among families living
close to one another or too well-acquainted. The village families’ way is to keep a close watch on one another’s
virtues, and on their vices too. So no sooner is there talk of a person marrying someone in the vicinity, the first
objection will be, let us say, that the boy’s paternal aunt is involved with one Ramavatar, the low-caste vegetable
grower, and his mother’s tongue is always rattling like a broken bamboo. Both charges were applied in my case.
Even though the low-caste vegetable grower has been murdered and my aunt has passed away, the objections still
persist. While among the neighbouring households, someone’s father is addicted to ganja, someone else’s brother
goes about shouldering a gun, someone else’s uncle has white spots on his body.
Therefore, rejecting all these families, preference for a son-in-law will be given (with the help of a gobetween)
to some minor tax official in a town from an unknown family forty miles or so away, for even though his father
may only be a peon in the octroi\fn{Tax collection:H} office, his uncle’s first cousin will invariably be a sales tax
officer. Now, it will be the business of the sales tax officer to agree to the marriage or not to agree, and also to
demand as a reward for his agreement a scooter or a pair of beds with mattresses, or both. If it so happens that
afterwards the bride is burnt or otherwise dies for the sake of the scooter or the bed, what can anyone do for her?
Each of us is born with his own destiny.
Now for the flashback to the economic reason. The girl’s father, was, just like mine, an ordinary farmer. His
eldest son had suddenly become friends with the Agricultural Department. After that the wheat, which we had to
sell dirt-cheap in government purchases, began to sell from his household, as improved seed, at two and three
times the normal price to that same government. With nothing but the profit from the improved seed he
established an economical, but excellent, nursery for various trees—fig, rosewood, neem, and so forth—and for
two or three years sold the saplings wholesale to the Development Block on the occasion of the annual
Reforestation Drive. With the profit from that he began to plant approved sugarcane seed, which sold steadily in
the sugar-mill district through the agency of the Sugarcane Farmers’ Cooperative Council. Next he started

1002

building five shops of bricks and cement on Public Works Department land along the paved road that passed by
the village; when the PWD\fn{Public Works Department} people became intent on having them demolished he first
infuriated them by getting a stay from the lower court, then—with a bit of money changing hands—he charmed
them, finished the shops and rented them out. By now he’d bought two trucks and a minibus too. This former
farmer neighbour of ours had always been in the habit of saying (and is still saying today),
“Ah, what can’t one accomplish with hard work!” On the day I said to him, “And with bribes, too”; another
objection was added to the others against our family. At that time there had been talk of the girl marrying
Paramatmaji; the prospect was now viewed with a lot more enthusiasm.
The political reason next: Paramatmaji had long been a resident of a village about ten miles from ours where
his family were petty zamindars.\fn{Landowners} He had gone to live in town, where he practiced law. After the
Emergency ended in the country, when the Janata Party came to power and former Prime Minister, Indira Gandhi,
had her wings clipped, he issued a statement to the effect that he would, “strengthen ‘Indiraji’s’ hand”. Not only
that, three years later when Indiraji’s darling son was coming through Lucknow on the way to his election district,
the responsibility for setting up two welcome gates on the road near our village fell to Paramatmaji. So we knew
him as a former zamindar, a lawyer, and a promising political leader who was never going to succeed in becoming
one.
Two years ago, as soon as his first wife died, a marriage-broker began to suggest marrying that girl who in
childhood was so fond of sleeping in a pile of hay and was now developing a fondness for touching the gate built
out on the road and constantly looking at the Ambassador car parked near it.
Now that leaves the psychological reason: simply this, that I was not particularly inclined to marry the girl. At
home the biggest objection to her family was that she herself was arrogant and rather loose in character. The first
one in my household to make this observation about her character was none other than myself. Now we were all
pleased that our neighbour, even though he had become a rich man through his swindling, had found only this
elderly monster for his daughter.
The girl, anyway, was very happy. After the wedding, she would mention her car in every third sentence and
describe Paramatmaji as “very attentive”, i.e., he did whatever she wanted. By way of proof she introduced me to
Paramatmaji and later got me to work for him. Paramatmaji was delighted to help an unemployed young man and
I was delighted to take efficient charge of his house construction, which was being badly managed. The two of us,
on various occasions, would each describe our satisfaction to any and all who were willing to listen.
When people began to get on Paramatmaji’s nerves with the village feuds and squabbles he took up his
residence in town. This was before his marriage. He also started up his dilettantish law practice, which lately was
prospering more than in the days when he had the welcome gates built on the roadside. He now sold some village
fields or orchards every year and had a house built in the city. Three had already been built, this one was number
four. His first wife had given him three children and now he was hoping for a fourth from his second wife.
*
I was saying:
“This swindling carpenter didn’t know how to work with wood. You’re a gentleman, Jijaji—you believed what
he said. You don’t understand these things like us people out here at the building site. Bandits like Man Singh and
Malkan Singh don’t lurk in these parts carrying a rifle nowadays, instead they roam around the new colonies
disguised as carpenters, plumbers and electricians, carrying bags of tools. You can’t trust anybody any more.”
“But you were the one who hired him.”
“What do you mean, I hired him? Your architect confused you. Whatever the case, I’ll get the money back,
even if I have to get it from the carpenter’s father. As for the future, I’ve spoken to Bansal. He handles contracts
worth thousands in the Construction Corporation. No one can do such fine work as he. Some time go and have a
look at the Managing Director’s office, you’ll really like it. I’ll get hold of him tomorrow and bring him out to the
house. Although he usually doesn’t bother with such small jobs, for you …”
“Do whatever you want. For my part, what can I say? This house will be the death of me. I’ve had houses built
before, but then all the work went along smoothly, without any problems, but now—I don’t know what’s
happened to the world.”
The mistri, like an incarnation of conscientiousness, measuring the wall alignment with his eye, spoke to the
wall:
“Nowadays people’s motives are corrupt, sir.”
Paramatmaji sat down on a broken cot. The cot was mine: it had gotten broken from his sitting on it. He said,
“It will never do this way. And so now I’ve put Engineer Sahib in charge of the house.”
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“Our Engineer Sahib?” the mistri asked eagerly.
Paramatmaji nodded. The mistri set his trowel down in a pan. He took out a beedi and after delivering a rather
long prologue came out with:
“A great aristocrat, and very influential too. That’s why the government’s after him.” Paramatmaji ignored this
opening and said to me,
“Why’s that iron scattered all over the place? Why don’t you have it collected in one spot?”
An arrogant engineer had suddenly stood straight up inside my brain so it wasn’t important for me to answer
this petty criticism. But to calm my mind I opened another door and said, “Jijaji, the electricity contractor was
saying—”
“From now on, my friend, explain all that to Engineer Sahib. Whatever you people settle on will be all right
with me. Now if you’ll just show me what’s been done in the last three days.”
“You people” supplied a little consolation, in other words, I’d be spared reading the employment
advertisements for a few days anyway.
Walking on to what will be the drawing-room—where, hanging from the walls, Menaka and Vishvamitra,
Rama and his four attendant gods, including Hanumanji, Shiva, Lord of the Ganges, ever-helpful Lakshmi,
Maqbool Fida Husain’s Durga,\fn{A note reads: Husain, a contemporary painter, who portrayed Indira Gandhi as the goddess
Durga} i.e., Indiraji, and Paramatmaji’s late father Brahmaji,\fn{ A note reads: Brahma, after whom Paramatmaji’s father is
named, is the God of creation in the Divine Triad that includes Vishnu and Shiva } alias Mr. Brahm Svarup, from the picture
frames will make an uninterrupted inspection of the colourful carpets and cream-soft sofas, the room where the
Engineer Sahib will sit and give an eyewitness account of the ongoing cobra-and-mongoose game between him
and the government; where, when they approach, creatures like Neta will take off their plastic chappals fifty yards
away and sit on the ground with a thud two yards from the door, looking like people suffering from malaria—into
this absurdly big drawing-room of the future, Paramatmaji entered with slow and solemn tread, with me leading
him as though I were a guide. Behind us, Memsahib spoke, her voice tensed as though to discharge a clod of earth
from a sling:
“How can the work go on now, Sahib? All the workers from Bilaspur have gone back home, now we’ve got
only three left for the three mistris. How much can you get out of them? For three mistris you need six workmen.
And two more for filling in the earth. How much is six and two?”
“Eight!” said Neta. Then he began to give his account:
“We’d also started out for our village, which left just one workman. And so today two mistris stayed at home
too. That leaves ….”
For a few days the mistri had been taking it easy. No matter how much I prodded him he was as immovable as
a stubborn mule. Every half hour he was struck with a thirst for tea and would send Neta to a nearby tea-stall for
it; then all work remained suspended while he smoked a beedi and questioned Memsahib about how things were
down in Bilaspur district. At one time he had gone with a contractor to do some work on the Matatila Dam.
Because it was in Jhansi District and Bilaspur was on the same route as Jhansi, he felt a special link with
Memsahib and would keep bringing up Matatila and telling frightening stories about the scorpions crawling on the
mountainsides of Bundelkhand. Every two hours he would light up his ganja pipe. I kept getting angry with him
for this shirking and he’d explain things to me like an elder of the family:
“Munshiji, now this work of building a house, it takes a lot of patience, doesn’t it? You may want to launch it
like a kite into the sky with a whizz, but it doesn’t work that way.”
Paramatmaji, criticizing the slow pace of the work and pointing out the defects in the plastering, began to
lecture the mistri on the evil consequences of dishonest loafing. Paying no attention to such moral considerations,
the mistri spelt out his metaphor of the kite whizzing into the heavens for him too. Paramatmaji, changing his
tone, said,
“But how’s anything going to get done this way?”
“You’re the boss: so fire me!”
Silence. Which I broke:
“No more nonsense now. Who do you think you’re talking to? Have you lost your wits?”
“I’m talking to the boss, Munshi.” With this the mistri sat down on the floor like a dead weight, threw his
trowel clanging to one side, turned his face the other way and, as though overcome with an excess of emotion,
said,
“If the boss doesn’t like the work what’s the point of doing it?”
Sighing, Paramatmaji began to look at a beam. It was set a bit crooked but I knew that at this moment he

1004

wouldn’t say anything to the mistri. Again he sighed, even more deeply than the first time, then took out a tworupee note and said to Neta,
“Go and bring eight paans, with the tobacco separate.” Outside, Memsahib spoke up immediately:
“I won’t have any, it makes me sick to my stomach.” Paramatmaji directed a questioning look my way and
said,
“She gets nauseous? Is that what’s the matter?”
The peace offering of paan had cooled down the mistri. He himself answered,
“She’s a rustic woman, sir, stupid’s the word for her.” When Paramatmaji looked at him he smiled and said,
“You understand, of course.” Then he carefully picked up the trowel and began to scrape the floor.
Paramatmaji said,
“If she’s got this morning sickness now I suppose she’ll be leaving us too.”
“No, master, she’s a tough Bilaspuri, she’ll keep going for six or seven months more, she won’t leave us till the
house is finished. Right?”
“You sure know how to talk a lot of rubbish, mistri,” said Memsahib, walking into an unfinished room on the
other side. Paramatmaji said,
“I see that these people have left their own huts and set up housekeeping in that room.”
“It’s too hot in the hut,” came Memsahib’s voice. The mistri said,
“But everything’s just half-finished now, boss. When your prayer room is there, all bright and shiny, not only
this Mem-shem-sahib, even Munshiji won’t be allowed to set foot in it. But right now these labourers do whatever
they want wherever they want. The way the world is these days there’s nothing to keep people in their place.”
“So are they to be allowed to use it for a latrine as well?”
But in fact that’s just what the mistri himself did. Not bothering to go anywhere else, three times a day,
according to the customary practice, he would walk out to the backyard near the wall. When I objected he’d just
listen very courteously. On this occasion he said,
“The bastards are crude ignorant people, but it’s a matter of only a month or a month-and-a-half. When the
house is finally ready if so much as a bird pees on it you can blame me.”
Neta brought the paan. After handing it out to the mistri, Neta and me—in that order—Paramatmaji himself
took two. He said,
“Look here, my friend, I like the idea of getting the work done as though we’re all one family. My people were
old-time zamindars, they even called their farm-hand “uncle”. So we don’t chew paan or take tea alone, all by
ourselves.” Neta said,
“But we haven’t had any tea to drink, master.” Paramatmaji took out two more notes and said,
“All right, get some and drink it.”
“What’s the good of that, master? The bandits took thirteen hundred yesterday on the train. If you don’t lend a
hand, boss, then …”
In answer to Paramatmaji’s “When? Where? What?” I gave a full account of the incident just as though I’d
seen it happen. Paramatmaji said,
“Well then, we’ll have to give Neta something in advance.” The mistri said,
“Five hundred will be enough, boss.” I said,
“That’s too much. Two or three hundred will do the trick.”
“You’re a fool,” said Paramatmaji. “Give him fifty. If he wants five hundred, let him earn it working—and stop
gambling.” Displaying the qualities that had given him the nickname “Neta”, he said,
“I spit out fifty rupees’ worth of paan in two days. If you’re giving, let it be five hundred, I’m not some beggar
on the street.” Flaring up, I said,
“You bastard, no one’s going to give you a paisa even if you beg,” but Paramatmaji broke in,
“That's enough!”
The matter was settled at sixty. Then Paramatmaji began to give me instructions.
“Get those two mistris, starting tomorrow. And pick up four workmen too in the market at the same time. The
work has to keep going in top gear.”
“The local workmen don’t get along with us, and even the Bihari labourers just can’t get the work done. Only
the ones from Bilaspur can manage it,” said the mistri as though he were describing the pedigrees of bullocks.
Paramatmaji paid no attention. But on his way to the car there was one more altercation with the mistri, who,
speaking close to his ear but so that I could hear, said,
“The pay is very little, boss, just ask about the rates anywhere. We all work until it’s dark; we ought to get at

1005

least four rupees more.”
“Do you take me for a fool!” Paramatmaji burst out.
“Don’t talk like that, master! I’ve known your family for three generations. My God, my God! They’ve always
been so rough and tough. Even their piss could keep the oil-lamps burning.”
“I’m no less rough and tough,” said Paramatmaji harshly. “Understand? I talk to you in a friendly way and you
people try to make a fool of me! Do you think I didn’t see that beam in the drawing-room? You’ve built the whole
house at a slant. Understand? And you talk about raising wages in the bargain!”
The mistri was silent. Paramatmaji blustered,
“A mistri once built a wall just a little crooked and my grandfather had his fingers cut off.” Now the mistri got
on his high horse too.
“Then cut my head off, boss,” he said, “but nobody’s going to find fault with my work.”
Fuming, Paramatmaji sat down in the car. As though giving the order to have a few fingers cut off he said,
“How much do you get?”
“Twenty-one rupees a day,” I put in.
“Raise it by one rupee. Fifty paise more for the workmen.” With that he sighed deeply to regain control of
himself.
The mistris usually got twenty-three or twenty-four per day. But I understood why our mistri stuck it out here
for less. In any case, expressing thanks in a way he had made his own, he said dryly,
“Even if I could say anything at all to you what would I say? Don’t even bother about that one rupee. I’m here,
I won’t leave until the house is finished.” Paramatmaji’s car was about to start out. He said,
“You people don’t understand. I’m not like others, I’m tough, sure, but I have one virtue: I don’t put the screws
on the poor.” The dust flying up behind his car attained a considerable height.
At the same moment, from the chamber which would one day be a bright and shiny prayer room, the bitter
smoke from Memsahib’s cooking fire floated out into the air via the window and at the tip of the tree across the
way began to converse with the dust. Inside the building the terrazzo floor had already been laid down, but not yet
trimmed. When polished after trimming and smoothing it would sparkle like the face of some superstar, but now it
was still rough, and wind and dust had so debased it that it looked as though it had been smeared with pig dung.
For the moment it was hardly the glittering floor of a rich man’s house but rather like some boorish candidate
humiliated and hooted in the election caucuses who nevertheless, in only a few days, would be sitting on a
minister’s chair in a room with four air-conditioners, displaying his teeth as he improvised an interview for
flattering reporters. After twelve years, the proverb says, even the dog will have his day; but this dog—this refuse
heap—was favoured by fortune and its transformation would come about in only three or four months.
When I got up from my cot, musing on these whimsies, the sun was about to rise. I pushed aside the scattered
beedi stubs with my shoe and, descending into life’s struggle, walked outside to survey the scene. On my left were
a few empty plots where all sorts of weeds and bushes—products of this last springtime—were green and
flourishing. But the weeds were no more than a few inches tall. Here and there were patches of kaurilla too, its
white blossoms shining even from this distance. In the hot weather the cooling potion derived from kaurilla
proves very beneficial, but the plants on this land were not worth touching.
Two dozen people, at the least, daily took advantage of the screen of tangled bushes on the plots to use them
for a latrine, and as soon as you glanced that way you had to look in another direction. At this moment I also got a
glimpse of a dirty red bush-shirt fluttering over a reserved seat in the south-west corner of a plot: I knew that Neta
was occupying his place. Then I looked elsewhere to see how Memsahib was doing.
Who could compare with these labourers who’ve come from various districts in Madhya Pradesh, identified by
a worker’s badge that says “Bilaspuri”? I asked within myself: You tell me, Memsahib—you who pour over your
golden skin the quick stream of water from a plastic hose attached to a pipe in one corner of this half-finished
building, rubbing every muscle of your body, flanks and breast, throat and cheeks, preparing it for the full day’s
overlay of dirt, brick-dust and plaster; you who, jingling your pendant, coin necklace and silver belt, gently
smooth out the skin beneath them so no dark line may mar it; who arch your straight spine like a bow and deftly
cover your breasts, catching the wet dhoti in your teeth while you put on a dry one, and, as you slip it on, leave
wet splotches over your back and arms; who, so early every morning, with the sunrise, arouse up something in the
trashy life of this fellow with his M.A., trapped now in the drudgery of trying to get an LLB—you tell me,
Memsahib, where is there anyone to compare you with?
With some heroine of Padmakar’s verse? But she’s gone with the dead poetry of days long past. There may
have been a time when in the harem of some royal palace, standing on a bejeweled dais in a marble courtyard, the
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light flashing from her limbs, she took off her gem-studded green bodice, with her attendant slave girls
surrounding her—but there’s no telling how long ago she disappeared completely, along with the bejeweled dais.
Or shall I compare you rather with the wandering cattle? A herd, in which not only you but your Neta too
would be included. To use any convenient place at all for your lavatory, anywhere at all to eat, to lie own in any
spot to close your eyes, to be yoked along with others wherever there is work for whatever they’re willing to pay
for it.
Or with a wandering ascetic, taking the shade of a tree for his home, cupping his hands for a bowl, crooking
his arm to provide a pillow?
Oh, not with anyone of these at all! Because without even a home of your own you are the best of housewives,
you work all day long like a machine, and still you laugh throughout, you sing, even shivering in January when
the sun seems hidden somewhere in the abyss, you wash your body with the stream of water poured out thin by a
plastic hose, cold enough to slash through the hose itself, you dwell with your Neta in a closed-in place like a
pigsty made from the brick pile under a roof of black polyethylene held down by bricks near where our mansion
is being built, you live on bread, with a few vegetables sometimes, sometimes with onion and mostly with just
salt, by day showing enough courage to topple a mountain with your bare hands, and at night, before sleeping,
with those same hands you rub castor oil over your whole body, massage your Neta’s arms and legs, and fall
asleep right there. And these days, remembering the nausea, you’re afraid even to chew paan.
Well, my own situation was rather unusual too, in that, aware of everything, disgusted with myself, my furtive
glance never stopped pursuing Memsahib. Early every morning when this April sun was about to explode in an
immaculate sky, without washing my hands and face, before anything else, I silently kept to my regular ritual, my
attention fixed on the way she’d come and change from the wet dhoti into the dry one, opening her limbs without
ever once exposing them.
Just then, wrapped in the dry dhoti, still sitting beside the water pipe, she began to groan. At the edge of the
paved ditch through which water was brought for the house construction, her back and shoulders shaking, she
began to vomit. At the other side of the lot a couple of women were still washing in silence, trying out that same
circus act of changing the wet sari right out in the open, all the while those moans were forced out of Memsahib.
One of them, a stunted kid of fourteen or fifteen who was wrapping the sari in the same way, tucking it in around
her hips, seemed a pocket edition of the experienced woman. She called out to Memsahib, then said something,
probably about her, to her elder. The older woman, walking with a competent, grown-up, sisterly movement, came
up to Memsahib and began to move her hand over her neck. After some time Memsahib sipped the water flowing
from the pipe and then for a while let it flow over her eyes and cheeks.
I have no idea of when and how, in the meantime, I found my way over to Memsahib and solicitously asked
her what had happened.
The older woman screwed up her eyes and, showing her rotten teeth, shot a hostile look my way. She made no
attempt to properly cover her breasts, which were like weaver-bird nests, knocked down and empty. But her look
rendered her ugliness incomparably uglier, and made my own presence even uglier than that as I stood there,
trapped in my embarrassment. Then Memsahib turned her terribly red eyes my way for a second and said
contemptuously, without opening her mouth,
“Hmph.”
Behind me on the building site were heaps of dirt, logs and iron bars where the labourers freely spat out
tobacco juice. With that one “hmph” I too was included in the catalogue of the scene. Then Neta’s red bush-shirt
rose billowing behind me. He said,
“Are you going to keep hanging around here, Munshiji? Shouldn’t you be going to Nishatganj to hire some
day-workers?”
“I’ve been waiting for you,” I said. “You were squatting out there for four hours.”
“Munshiji, you see the woman’s not feeling well. You can go along, I’ll cook the meal.” Memsahib’s voice
regained its sharpness.
“Get going,” she said to him. “You think you know so much about how a woman feels!”
*
In fifteen minutes, shot along by those arrows in Memsahib’s voice, we reached the Workers’ Market. In the
midst of it, where ramshackle bicycles were flung about in disorder and people in rags and tatters crowded around
snickering, with trowels and mason’s squares peeking out of their greasy bags, I said to Neta before sending him
off,
“I’m going to get your Memsahib some medicine.” Pleased, Neta said,
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“After she throws up she’s okay, you know. She’ll work all day and be completely fit. So why the medicine?”
Thereby expressing his gratitude in his own fashion, he went on into the Workers’ Market.
Bracing myself for buying the medicine I walked towards the corner shop. Where we live it’s no simple matter
to go shopping in the bazaar! Even a nine-year-old kid can get a simple honest fellow all tied up like a goat to a
post. If you just buy ten paise worth of coriander somebody will slip a bunch of rotten leaves into your hand and
be on his way. If you protest, then there’s a chance of an abusive tirade, a knife may even come into play.
In political science I’ve read that unceasing vigilance is the price of independence. This axiom is applicable to
shopping as well. Rigged scales, fraudulent distribution. Worthless goods and insolent shopkeepers. Unceasing
vigilance, a quick wit and a pinch of swagger—with the help of this prescription you may be able to get back
home without any bruises.
Whatever the case, first of all I bought a couple of lemons from the grocer’s shop. The vendor was a stout,
tough woman with a jarring voice, but this transaction was accomplished without any wrangling. Then I went on
to the druggist’s. At the counter there, a sickly fellow selling some medicine to a customer was giving him a hard
time about returning change. Behind him another man sitting on a chair was taking an old gentleman’s pulse.
Over the shop a sign advertised: “Fool-proof cures for secret diseases,” with a picture of a robust doctor with big
moustaches. The doctor taking the pulse was far from robust but he certainly had big moustaches. On looking at
him attentively it seemed that whoever he was, he was the man in the picture. I called to him and said,
“Well, doctor, do you have cures for obvious diseases as well as the secret ones?”
The kind of courtesy he showed me isn’t to be found in this city any more. He said,
“Please come in. Tell me, what’s the problem?” I said,
“I need some medicine for nausea.” The doctor said to the corpse at the counter,
“Give him some Avomin.”
I took out a five-rupee note, put it down on the counter, and asked for four tablet strips. When he began to look
for the medicine in a cabinet I casually said with a commanding tone,
“Give me the real ones, you can’t palm off fake stuff on me.”
My observation was altogether appropriate and proved timely. He stuck the medicine he’d taken out into a box,
then taking four strips from another drawer he tossed them on the counter and said,
“Get out your change.”
The battle lasted no more than seven or eight minutes. Telling me not to take the tablets if I didn’t have the
change, he was about to remove them from the counter but by then they had already made the journey via my
hand into my pocket. Then he began to rant, so I threatened to denounce him to the police on a charge of changehoarding. Next he deducted the price of the medicine from the five rupees and offered to make up the difference
with some coupons; in answer I tried to force a nice round lemon on him, then he suggested that I leave the fiverupee note and come back in an hour to get my change, which I countered by promising to come back in an hour
with the price of the medicine in exact change. In the end he accepted the five-rupee note and gave me back the
change. I made my way towards the Workers’ Market.
*
Workers’ Market was the name of the crossroads where, till 7:30 or 8:00, labourers gathered to wait to get a job
for that day. The workers from Orissa, Bihar or Madhya Pradesh were not usually found among them because
they were for the most part tied up with the contractors. The ones from here were mostly freelance labourers
whose status was inferior and whose reputation was worthless. Half-naked or phony masons carrying trowels and
brick-trimmers, “master” painters and plasterers with their eyes dimmed by cataracts, town idlers who swilled
toddy from early morning—not to speak of young peasants who got up still suffering from malaria or others
welshing on debts who’d run away from fear of the landowners or shopkeepers-and illiterate youngsters from
traditional labourers’ families. All of them were looking for a livelihood, but a regular livelihood was just a name
for some flirtatious and supple film star whom they could see only from a great distance and merely as a picture.
People like us would come here to enlist these workers when genuine honest professional workmen became as
rare as horns on a jackass, because they had already been hired by the contractors known generally as sardars.
And after harvest time, sometimes genuine workmen actually showed up here too for a windfall of just a few
rupees, and even one or two isolated Bilaspuris separated from their flock.
The mistri had an excessively bad opinion of these freelance workmen. From the very beginning he’d made it
clear to me.
“Don’t hire any of these cut-throats who live on the slope of the sewers, Munshiji. These here will slurp up
half their pay in tea, and even though they’re strong, they’re like elephant shit, no good for plaster, no good for
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whitewash. And those village runaways! They’re not inferior to anybody else and they’re tougher than these here,
I agree, but every hour they’ll light up their pipes three times and gossip and giggle together telling stories about
their homes and waste the whole day just like that. They’re both alike: as the saying goes, one has no ears, the
other no topknot to catch hold of.”
I found Neta standing in the midst of the crowd with a workman who was just a child. Neta was talking loud
while the child tried to explain something to him with hand gestures and distorted facial expressions. Neta said to
me,
“His father beat him.”
He must have been about fourteen or fifteen. Very long curly hair, greasy with oil, withered but gentle features,
fair complexion: if his cheeks had been a little fuller he might have played Rama in the Ramlila.\fn{A dramatic folk
re-enactment of the life of Ram, ending up in a ten-day battle between Ram and Ravan, as described in the Ramayana, and usually staged
in the town square over a period of ten or more successive nights during the beginning of the Autumn festive period, where the enactment
of the final battle between Ram and the evil Ravana takes place, giant effigies of Ravana and his allies are burned (symbolizing their
destruction), and Ram is invested with a crown in a coronation ceremony (marking the restoration of divine order):W,H }

He was wearing short pants with the threads hanging out of the bottom hem, spreading like a fringe on his
thighs. The bush-shirt he wore was well-tailored from expensive material in the fashion of the moment; it could
have been designed for a tall, broad-shouldered young man, but now it flopped down over his shoulders like an
elephant’s caparison—surely a hand-me-down of the master of the house given by the mistress as a tip to some
sweeper.
I was looking at his wrist, slender as a lotus-stem, and “listening” to his sign language. I could not understand
what distress made him screw up his eyes or what he wanted to say to Neta with the grotesque movements of his
mouth, producing a gurgling sound, but I understood that though the boy was dumb he wasn’t completely deaf.
From Neta’s chattering and the boy’s signs after some time I learned that Neta had known his father previously. It
also appeared that this child-labourer had been doing a sweeper’s work in four or five houses for six months,
earning a hundred and fifty rupees a month. From what Neta told me I found out that the boy’s father had a
relationship with him based on only three principles: to bring him a packet of beedis every four hours, to get
severely beaten by him every third day and, at the beginning of the month, to hand over to him every single paisa
he’d earned.
Last night, operating according to the second principle, the father, along with the beating, had added something
new: holding the boy and dangling him like a dead rat he’d flung him out of the house and strictly ordered him
never to show himself there again.
“Where’s his home?” I asked. A kind of sympathy for him had begun to spring up in my heart and I thought
that if I were rich the first thing I’d do would be to get him to take off his movie-star’s bush-shirt and put on a
good plain one, but assuming the discretion and practicality earned as a Daily Regular, I kept my expression
severe.
Neta had the answer. It seemed that, following the practice of stretching a sheet of black polyethylene on a pile
of bricks hard up against the wall of some unfinished house to build the all-too-familiar pigsty, the boy had a
home of this sort somewhere nearby. Bravo, old dad (I silently addressed his absent father), with a dwelling like
that you treat your son like this! If you really had a house you’d no doubt set fire to the boy himself for a packet
of beedis.
I put a stop to Neta’s chatter and hired three labourers. They came from villages nearby, they smoked beedis,
not pipes, and looked hard-working. Then Neta said,
“Hire this one too for ten rupees, Munshi.” Maintaining my severe look, I said,
“The orphanage is over towards Sa’adatganj.” Neta said,
“Okay, give him eight. Don’t be deceived by how frail he looks, he’s a real Bilaspuri.”
“So what’s his name?”
“Suresh.”
“Come off it, tell me his real name. What is it—Rangilal or Mangilal?”
“Why complicate things, Munshi? I say it’s Suresh so let it be Suresh. Let’s go, Suresh!”
So we set out as though from an Egyptian or Roman slave market. As soon as we started, the incongruous
group the six of us made suddenly came to an area that was getting ready for the new educational policy and the
twenty-first century. In place of the lines of ramshackle shops, shaded streets lined with prosperous bungalows
came into view. In order to assert my rank and status with the new workmen 1 said,
“Speed it up, you bastards!” I blended a little lightness in my voice so that if any of the new men thought it
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was an insult and began to get angry I could calm him down, saying it was a joke.
There were three bicycles for the six of us. One had no fenders, another one would start to scream like a sow
when you applied the brake, the third had pieces of wood stuck together in place of the rubber pedals—this one
was mine. …
78.376 Leech\fn{by Amar Kant (1925-2014)} Ballia, Ballia District, Uttar Pradesh, India (M) 5
I saw him for the first time, early one morning, while going to buy vegetables from the market. Thin and dark
complexioned, his body covered with a dirty lungi,\fn{Loincloth.} he lay under a neem tree, amidst the debris of a
crumbling building, opposite Shivnath Babu’s house. It looked as if he had dropped from the sky in the night and
faded into inconsciousness. Or, he might have been a wandering sadhu\fn{Holy man.} from the South who had
stumbled into this forsaken place and now lay breathing wheezily as if religiously absorbed in doing a ritual
pranayam.
I chanced upon him, again—once or twice: I saw him shuffling across the road like a puppet or idling in front
of some house or the other, or just sitting by the wayside, breathing heavily. I knew nothing about him and had no
curiosity to know more. And but for an incident which suddenly thrust him into the limelight he would have
remained bereft of notoriety for a long time.
This happened about a week later. At about eleven, after taking my dinner, I had come out to sleep in the open.
It was a March night, dark and windy, and sometimes the roadside dust rising in a swirl would sweep across my
body, enveloping me completely in a powdery mist. I had managed to slip into my first forty winks when I was
awakened by an alarm,
“Beat him, beat him!”
I peered into the night, but could not make out anything. I tried to sleep, but it seemed I was not to be left in
peace. The noise which was coming from the direction of Shivnath Babu’s house became louder. I fumbled into
my slippers and made towards his house.
My guess was right. there was a big crowd outside Shivnath Babu’s house. Attracted by the hubbub, more
people rubbing the first sleep off their eyes, were rushing to the place. I edged my way through the crowd and
what I saw left me dumbfounded. It was the same beggar—the habitué of the ruined plot. Raghubir, Shivnath
Babu’s son, standing behind him, was holding his arms. Two or three persons, their eyes dark with menace,
pushed him around, and smack came the blows—sharp and fast. Shivnath Babu and others stood watching, their
eyes belching fire.
The beggar was a stumpy little man—caved-in cheeks, sunken eyes, each rib outlined like a sliver of split
bamboo, and belly bloated like an earthen jar. At the merciless beating he raised an endless wail, “Mercy, mercy
on me, I am a berei, a berei …”
Shivnath Babu stepped towards me. “He’s a notorious thief, the rascal!” He shouted the words at me, trying to
enlighten me about the situation. “A pity, that we are so easily taken in by appearances. We are to blame. Our
hearts melt at their wretchedness. We don’t grudge them anything—scraps of food, vegetables, parched gram, or
whatever is handy. And yet they dupe us. You must have seen this wretch before. It appeared he hadn’t had a
morsel for months. Who could imagine he would turn out to be such a scoundrel, the ill-begotten cur!” He
bellowed at the beggar,
“You swine, where have you hidden the sari? Out with it, quick, or I’ll give you such a thrashing even your
ancestors will sit up in their graves!”
Shivnath Babu had gone hoarse with shouting and perforce quietened down. The beating had also stopped. But
inflamed by his harangue, Ramji Misr’s loafer of a wrestler-son who had just appeared on the scene, took off his
shoe and started belaboring the beggar. Appeased, Shivnath Babu again started:
“I have been seeing him in the locality for the past one week. Like a greedy cur he went about poking his shout
everywhere. My wife took pity on him and gave him some food. And that was the beginning. He came every day.
Not that it mattered. By your grace, two or three beggars are always hanging around our house every day. We feed
them and are blessed for it. This wretch also did a chore or two in the house and was heartily compensated with
food, twice a day, but who knew that today he would make off with a brand new sari!”
His mouth twisted in hate, he glared at the beggar. His angry gaze swept over the crowd and came to rest on
me. If he had his way, he would have swallowed the beggar alive, bones and all, in one gulp.
“Are you sure he has stolen the sari?” I tried to soothe him.
“I am amazed at your question!” he said flaring up. “That’s the whole point. A thief is no longer a thief if he is
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found out. I know their tricks. They won’t give up the stolen goods without a beating. Now listen, the sari was
found missing at about ten in the morning. Jamuna says that it was exactly at this time that he was seen slipping
out of the house in a suspicious manner. I ask you, why has there been no theft in our house for the past ten years
although our doors always remain ajar? And why this theft since his coming to our locality? Make no mistake. I
know these scoundrels inside out.”
At every fresh beating the beggar moaned that he was a berei. Evidently, a man of the berei caste could be
anything but a thief. He would not confess and the onlookers were getting fed up.
“He’s a rascal of the deepest hue!” said Rambali administering the last slap.
He spat and was lost in the crowd. Someone suggested that the beggar should be handed over to the police. I
was about to move away when Shivnath’s younger son, Joginder, came running, took his father aside and
whispered something to him. Shivnath Babu looked nonplussed. He looked furtively at me, and as if struggling
with his own voice he said,
“Let him go this time. He has had enough of it. He’ll be careful in future.” I smiled at Shivnath Babu. He said
shamefacedly.
“The sari was in the house. But never mind. Like jackals a thrashing does good to the low-born. He has been
let off easily. Thieves get a worse hammering and still do not confess. It will be a lesson for him.”
I could not hold back my laughter. He closed his left eye and a roguish smile escaped his clenched teeth.
“Let’s go,” he said. “You cannot extract juice from a lemon and the low-born without squeezing.”
*
It has been a constant wonder to me how after such a severe thrashing that beggar dared to stay put in our
locality. I have often thought over the matter, but this enigma has remained unsolved. Maybe, he thought that after
having established his credentials it would be easy for him to win the confidence and sympathy of the people; or
perhaps, he thought that by moving to another new place he would have to weather a similar storm.
In any case, the beggar became a part of the local scene. My curiosity for him had increased. I often saw him
among the ruins, munching food or fast asleep, or knocking about in the locality. The leftovers, which were
previously thrown to the dogs or the cattle, now fell to his lot. Some people went to the extent of claiming him as
a divine. But the number of such people was soon reduced to a negligible minority. Like a pig he would run all
over the place nosing about for food. The sadhus and divines, even if they have a sweet tooth, pose indifference in
matters of food.
By and by the beggar abandoned the ruins and taking advantage of the people’s generosity he would ingratiate
himself into someone’s outer courtyard or portico. Here he would be asked to do odd jobs for them. Shivnath
Babu was known for his compassion and charity, but his was the only house near which the beggar never went.
One day, as he good luck would have it, the beggar was passing by when Shivnath Babu beckoned to him. He
cast a stern glance at the beggar and then gave a faint smile.
“Look here,” he said. “It is not easy to condone your misdeed. But I can’t stand the sight of your roaming
about like a pig. I’ll give you food and a place to stay.” To seal his bond of affection Shivnath Babu made him
fetch a broom from inside and ordered him to sweep a hovel in the outhouse.
It’s difficult to say whether it was the result of fear or love but the beggar had found a regular abode. He was
also given a new name—Rajua, the name by which he came to be known in the locality.
But Rajua was not destined to stay long at Shivnath Babu’s place. People did not relish the idea of Rajua
serving Shivnath Babu’s place. Now that God had sent a servant for the locality, it was within their rights to
expect work from him. If they caught him going out on Shivnath Babu’s work they would force him to run
errands for them, and if he refused they would get rough with him.
“Are you Shivnath’s slave?” one of them would ask. “What harm can he do you! Come and live with me. What
does he give you. Stale rice, isn’t it?”
Rajua had not been able to overcome his fear of Shivnath Babu, and he would do their work on the sly. One
day Jumnalal’s son Jungi asked Rajua to buy a few annas’ worth of fuel-wood for him. Rajua promised to come
back immediately, but could not. When he returned to Jumnalal’s house the first thing that Jungi did was to give
him two resounding slaps.
“You swine, trying to be clever with me! Now see how I make you work the whole day. I also live in the same
locality as others, don’t I?”
Such things happened often but nobody could establish an exclusive claim over Rajua. No resident of the
locality was prepared to give him a whole time\fn{ Full-time.} job. He was not strong enough to slave all day long.
He could not draw a score or two pitchers of water from the well, nor could he carry heavy loads from the market.
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That’s why he did odd jobs for everyone and ate what little he got for his pains. Now, he belonged not to one
specific individual, but to the whole locality.
He had started coming to my house too. My wife was no dimwit not to realize his usefulness. On one or two
occasions I saw him in the house but took no notice of him.
*
It was a holiday. I was sitting outside absorbed in a book when I heard someone munching and snorting like a
pig. I looked round. It was Rajua busy eating. In between he smiled as if proud of accomplishing a mighty deed.
When he had finished I asked him.
“Rajua, where do you come from?”
He rose to his feet in confusion. He twisted his mouth.
“Sir, I come from Rampur.” He bared his ugly teeth and smiled.
“Why did you leave your village?” I asked again. For a moment he stared at me, as if at a loss for an answer.
“Before this I was at Rarsa,” he beamed at me. As if coming straight form Rampur to this place was a crime.
But the ‘ifs’ and ‘whys’ seemed to have no meaning for him. for him it was sufficient that he was here and not at
Rampur, and it was so obvious as to require no explanation.
I looked at him intently.
“Do you have any relatives in Rampur?”
“No, master, I had my father and two sisters. They died of plague.” He smiled again baring his ugly teeth.
I did not question him further. I did not have the urge. He made off hastily. His head shook like the black lamp
swaying at a sweetmeat seller’s shop. His arms and legs were thin like sticks. His belly was distended like a pot
and his whole body looked so filthy. I developed a strong aversion for him.
“Inqualab Zindabad! Mahatma Gandhi\fn{Mohandas Karamchjand Gandhi (1869-1948), Indian nationalist leader, who
established India’s independence through non-violent means. Mahatma is an honorific title; it means “Great Soul” .} ki Jai!!”
*
A couple of months had passed. I was sitting in my room when I heard Rajua raising slogans and then his
laughter. He was in our courtyard.
“Oh, benefactor, give me a pinch of salt. Rambali Misr has given me a few chapatis. I’ll cook some dal.”
My wife was busy in the kitchen. Rajua smelled to the skies.
“Rajua, tell me the truth, when did you bathe last?” she said giving him some salt.
“On all festive days,” he replied and ran away laughing.
I heard all this. Perhaps Rajua was not aware of my presence. But it was plain that Rajua was now firmly
entrenched in the locality. He had no worry about food. On the contrary, people were now indulgent to him and
they would even make fun of him. Sensing the change in their attitude he had become slightly impudent. He
would shout political slogans to proclaim his presence. He always tried to cut a comical figure; it gave him a
sense of assurance.
A few days later, I saw him in a new light which confirmed my doubts about his new role.
I was returning from the office when I heard Rajua’s voice near the public tap. Patia’s wife was busy cleaning
utensils. Twisting his mouth Rajua said,
“Salaam, bhabi. How are you?” He giggled.
“How dare you?” Patia’s wife fumed. “Begone you scoundrel; or I’ll smash this pot on your head with all your
profligacy will enter …” she ended up with an obscene remark.
Rajua bubbled with hilarity. He guffawed and jerked his head like an ass braying at the sight of grass.
Like me, other persons of the locality had also pondered over the transformation in Rajua’s character, and
perhaps this was the reason that they had added the honorific ‘Sala’ to his name. Following the example of their
elders the boys of the locality also called him Rajua Sala, as if without the word ‘Sala’ Rajua had no individuality
of his own. Rajua felt pleased.
Sometimes they teased him:
“Eh, Rajua Sala, would you like to marry?” Rajua would hiccup with laughter as if he had swallowed
something bitter and then walk off.
While walking in the street, or entering someone’s house, or at the well, he would raise political slogans, recite
garbled lines of Kabir\fn{Indian poet and mystic sant (1440?-1518) .} or intone snatches of popular verse. He laughed to
himself as he walked with downcast eyes, conscious of the fact that his antics were an object of mirth for the
people.
*
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Returning from the office in the evening, I have a snack at home, and often go out for a walk. I like to walk
along the railway line, though it is no less pleasant to cross the Sorju and stroll along the bank of the Ganga. But
the trouble is that during the rainy season the rivers overflow their banks flooding the countryside into a vast sea
and in winter one runs the risk of getting bogged down in swamps. Often it happens that I don’t feel like going on
long walks and on such occasions I content myself by making a round of the station. One evening, after covering
the railway platform I had taken a turn towards the Railway Police post when I saw Rajua walking ahead of me.
He was going in my direction. I though the was headed for the fields but to my surprise he stopped short before
the police post. Two policemen sat on a bench gossiping and indulging in pleasant obscenity. Nearby, on the
ground, I saw a stark naked woman—a lunatic, ugly and foul, who had been roaming in the streets for the past
few days, shouting abuses on being chased by the street scamps.
Rajua was standing round the corner. He would cast a furtive glance at the policemen, edge forward, smile, and
stare hard at the woman.
“Beloved, would you like to have some rice?” he said, coming closer, a smile playing on his face.
“You sala, who are you?” a voice thundered at him. “Be gone, or I’ll tear you into shreds.” Rajua stepped
back. “My Master, I am Rajua.” He laughed.
“See, how he comes stalking like a vulture,” said the other policeman. “Be gone, you swine.”
By now I was out of ear-shot and do not know what happened next.
That was not the end of it though. I had retired for the night, when my wife cam e in excited.
“Do come out,” she said laughing. “It’s a sight. Hurry.”
I was amazed at what I saw and it aroused such feelings of revulsion and pity in me that it is difficult to
describe the state of my mind. Rajua was walking ahead of the mad woman. If she stopped he would hold her
finger and goad her on. Every now and then he would look aback at her, keeping up a soft patter of words, and
thus they climbed the stairs of the deserted quarters in front of our house, on whose roof the riff-raff of the town
slept at night.
After a short while Rajua was seen coming down and hurrying towards the station. In a few minutes he was
back again, a packet in hand.
We did not see Rajua for a couple of days. I was curious. I asked my wife.
“Don’t you know?” she said, a little dubious at my ignorance. “Somebody beat him up. He’s lying at Baran’s
house.”
“Why, what happened?”
“It’s about that mad woman.” My wife smiled. “Leaving her on the roof the next day, he went to work for
Narsingh Babu, whose wife told me that that day he looked very glum. Gone was his hilarity and his mind was
not in the work. Every now and then he would find a pretext to run to the roof to make sure that nothing was
amiss. When Narsingh Babu’s wife gave him some food he did not eat it, but carefully wrapped it in a piece of
paper. This was at about eleven in the night. When he came to the roof he found someone sleeping by the side of
the woman. When Rajua protested that rogue gave him a sound thrashing and went away with the woman.”
*
Time passed, summer was now upon us in full blast and the scorching loo had started blowing. Rajua had
again started working in the locality. But a great change had come over him. He no longer teased women or
brayed at them like a donkey.
“Rajua has now grown a beard,” I told my wife.
Rajua’s name invariably provoked her to laughter.
“He has become a devotee,” she said. “He wants to punish Baran’s wife. That’s why he has grown a beard, and
makes votive offerings to Shanichari Devi.”
When I could not make head or tail of why my wife was saying, she came out with a long explanation: for the
past few months Rajua had been staying with Baran’s wife, with whom he had contrived to patch an aunt’s
relationship. Whatever he earned he passed on to her for safe keeping. Bit by bit the amount had swelled to ten
rupees. One day, when he demanded his money, she flatly denied that she owed him any. This gave such a jolt to
Rajua that he immediately started cultivating a beard. He made a firm resolve that till Baran’s wife was afflicted
with leprosy he would not shave off his beard. In this he invoked the help of the goddess Shanichari Devi.
Shanichari Devi, as the local gossip went, was originally a terrible Doom woman, wide of girth and wild of
temper, elevated to the rank of a witch due to her sinister powers.
My wife added that these days Rajua ran a low fever. Baran’s wife had perhaps something to do with it; they
said she had cast a spell over him. But he had utter faith in the powers of his own Devi and he was convinced that

1013

within a month Baran’s wife’s body would start festering and she would die a terrible death.
I don’t know whether his fever left him or not, nor did I care to find out. But I noticed one thing: his faith in
Shanichari Devi had aroused his religious proclivities. As his beard grew his fame as a seer spread. Among the
low-class people he came to be known as “Rajua Bhagat.” His explanation of things borer a stamp of ingenuity.
He held his congregations in front of Pandit’s shop where he discoursed on Rama and Sita, shed a new light on
ghosts and witch-craft, and illumined his audience on the importance of ritual and worship in casting off spells.
But despite these religious discourses, worship of Shanichari Devi, and a flowing beard, Rajua’s wishes
remained unfulfilled. And the irony of it was that he himself fell ill.
*
I had just returned from the office when my wife told me that Rajua had got cholera.
“Is he alive or dead?” I asked anxiously. My wife looked agitated.
“He’s lying in the ruins,” she said. “Limp with vomiting and purging. They say his end is near.”
“Has he been given medicine?”
“Who’s there to give him medicine? He was working at Shivnath Babu’s place. They shoved him off at the
first sign of the disease. From there he went to Ramji Misr’s shed. But when they came to know of it they threw
him out. Now he’s lying under the neem tree among the ruins.”
“You should have brought him here,” I teased my wife. She looked at me, stunned.
“How dare you say this? Don’t I have children? What if they catch infection?”
I got up.
“I’ll have a look,” I said going to the door.
“Be careful,” she pleaded. “Don’t touch him, and come back immediately.”
Two or three passers-by were standing there, looking piteously at Rajua.
“Rajua!” I called.
But he was too dazed to hear me. He was smeared with excrement. His ribs showed and the shadows under his
eyes had become pronounced. He lay there with mouth open, breathing heavily. I stood there undecided, when
Shivnath Babu appeared on the scene.
“The fellow won’t survive,” he said shaking his head.
I looked at him sharply. I felt as much annoyed at him as at my own helplessness. I shuddered at the idea of
seeing Rajua die before my eyes: but what could I do? I was a poor clerk, with a salary of a hundred rupees.
Besides, it was the end of the month.
Suddenly an idea flashed in my mind. I ran to the hospital, and came back with an ambulance. Rajua was still
alive. Two sweepers lifted him into the ambulance, and I heaved a sigh of relief as if a heavy burden was off my
conscience.
*
Rajua survived. But it was not the same Rajua any more. He was in worse shape, thin and wispy, hardly able to
walk.
I don’t know why, from the hospital he came straight to our house, where I gave him asylum for a few days.
We saw little of him after that, and one day he was again found lying in the ruins.
Shivnath Babu was taking an oil-massage, outside his door.
“Rajua is back in the ruins. Is he ill again?” I asked.
“Let’s not talk of him,” Shivnath Babu said indignantly. “How can one keep him all the time? The rascal has
now got the itch. Wherever he goes he starts scratching his body. He’s done for. Just the other day I asked him to
fetch me some water from the well. He did not refuse me, though. But he fell down while coming from the well.
the water, no doubt, went waste, but our brass pitcher also got dented into the bargain. I have warned him to stay
away from our house. I do pity the poor, but I have to think of my loss too.”
“Such people should be shot!” chipped in Chandradeep, the goldsmith’s son. “Why should they be made to die
a lingering death? Why not cut short their misery. Didn’t Gandhiji\fn{ Ghandi.} himself have a monkey
poisoned?” \fn{Bapu had thought once to poison the monkeys on his ashram. But he could not go through with it:H}
“You have snatched the words from my mouth,” Shivnath Babu said warming up. “The government should
look after these people. But our government does nothing. It cares only for the rich. Even when millions die of
hunger our government remains callously indifferent. But what can we do, we are not the government.”
I smiled at them foolishly.
Most of the time Rajua remained in the ruins, scratching his body. Sometimes he would go out in the hope of
getting some food. His face had become hideous, his complexion sallow, and his limbs stiff like a burnt piece of
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string. His figure was terrifying and reminded one of a skeleton on the prowl.
*
The month of June had arrived and the first shower had fallen. Outside, the water rushed through the drains
and the easterly wind made me feel languid. It was a Sunday morning. I had sat down to do some office work, but
unable to concentrate I dozed off. I would have slept on had I not been disturbed by a sound. An unkempt boy of
about fourteen was peeping in through the window.
“What do you want?” I barked.
The boy walked in timidly and announced in a loud voice that Rajua was dead. Then he laughed.
“Dead?” I said taken aback. “When? Where?”
“It’s a fact, Sir,” he said and again laughed. He produced a postcard, and asked me to write a letter to Rajua’s
house.
“Please write to Bhajanram Berei of Rampur that Gopal is dead.”
“Gopal?”
“Yes, Sir, that’s the name by which he was known in the village.”
I am sure the news of Rajua’s death gave me deep satisfaction.\fn{ That his suffering in his present life had ended.}
Though I had found him repulsive in the extreme yet it pained me to think that here was a man who had struggled
all his life to give up begging and had failed. And if he could not rise above his position, he was hardly to blame
for it. Sometime it angered me to find him sticking to one place. Why couldn’t he cast his net wider? Or was it
that despite his wretchedness he was too much in love with life?
Like a leech he stuck to life: or it could be that life was itself a leech which sucked his blood to the last drop.
*
It was about eight at night. I was sitting under the portico. The sky was overcast and the place was so still it
appeared as if the atmosphere were busy hatching a conspiracy. The dim hurricane lantern resting on the stool
would suddenly burst into a bright flame, and to my great annoyance the moths hovering round it would enter my
shirt. I had got up to go in which I was startled by a shadow falling across the ground.
A skeleton-like figure, closely resembling Rajua, was heading towards me.
I looked, wide-eyed with fear. The skeleton kept advancing. But it was Rajua—a bundle of bones!
“Sir, I am still alive,” he said coming closer. “I am not dead.” A smile hovered round his chapped lips.
“But that boy brought me the news of your death,” I said puzzled. Rajua bared his ugly teeth, in a broad smile.
“Oh that boy!” he said. “He is the son of Bachanram of the Gudri Bazaar. Sir, the fact is that a crow happened
to sit on my head. This is considered to be all ill-omen, sure to bring death.”
“But why that letter home?” I asked, still at a loss to understand the hang of things.
“Oh, that letter! If you announce your death to a near one, then you escape the calamity. You see Sir,
Bhajanram Berei is my uncle. Well Sir, here’s another postcard. Please write to him that Gopal is still alive.”
*
After writing the letter I looked at him closely. Death was hovering over his face and he clung to life. But was
he the leech or was life the leech? Was he sucking the blood of life or was life sucking his blood?
I could not decide.
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† Sri Ranganathaswamy temple, Srirangam Island, Tiruchirappalli District, Tamil Nadu State, India †

† Shri Mangesh temple (built about 1710), Mangeshi Village, North Goa District, Goa, India †

† Ranakpur Jain Temple (constructed 1437-1458), Ranakpur, Pali District, Rajasthan State, India †
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† Parashnath Jain Temple (built in 1867, Calcutta, Calcutta District, West Bengal State, India †

† Hutheesing Jain Temple (detail, built in 1848), Ahmedabad, Ahmedabad District, Gujarat State, India †
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† Hutheesing Jain Temple (the temple surrounded by its 52 devakulikas); below, the front porch) †

† Below: the Sri Ranganathaswamy Hindu temple (constructed 1997-2001) in Pomona Village, Rockland
County, New York State, The United States of America †
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† Below: Detail of the Same View †
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†Above: View of the Main Entry; below: Further View of Two of the Temple Towers †
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† Above: Shri Swaminarayan Hindu temple (constructed 2005-2007), Atlanta, Fulton County, Georgia, The
United States of America †

† Detail of the Akshardham Vishnu Hindu temple (constructed 2014-2016) Robbinsville, Mercer County,
New Jersey, The United States of America. Below: General View of the Temple within its Precincts †
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† Below: The Sri Sri Radha Vrindaban Chandra Hindu temple (constructed 1977-1979) New Vrindaban,
Marshall County, West Virginia, The United States of America †

† Below: The Hindu Jain Temple (constructed 1981-1990), Monroville, Allegheny County, Pennsylvania,
The United States of America †

† Below: Details of The Hindu Jain Temple in Monroville: (1) The Main Entry, The Side Towers †

1022

1

2

† Below: the Ventakeswara*/Shiva Hindu Temple (built in 1981), Calabasas, nr. Malibu, Los Angeles
County, California, the United States of America.*The Presiding Deity †
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† Below: a detail of the same structure †
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