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ABS?RACT

An Evening in Delhi & Other Stories

N " Rina Singh

The stories in this thesis are set'ih urban
;iddle-class India, .and, are thus linked by place and
socio-economic background. The -stories explore Indian
value patterns, ways of looking at 1life, attitudes
towards religion, caste, dowry,  servants, and the

. . . .
importance, Indians_attach to things like fair cqﬂplexion,
the gender of their children, and.social status.‘ The
thesis is an attempt to interpret ihe Indian scene ~--
o ﬁustling, with problems as modern and as tiﬁeleps as

family 'tensions, thwarted ambitions ° and  personal

betrayal. . <
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‘Qﬁ o The Big Brother

o

"My brother is an elderly man. .His hair is mostly
wh;te now. He is a Homeopathic doctor; He has a clinic
which is Qery close to the house he owns, where we used
to live, my btoéhe;. ny nother,\nyself,'uy wife afhd my
three children. He has a good practice. All .day he
wraps those 'E%g; white pi&ls in bits of paper, puﬁé'them
in small brown paper bags and gives them to the sick
people. I guess they must get well, because they come .-
back with their. ailing children, sick mothers and very
old fathers. I d°“'f know how they get well becauéf, I
remember, I was  sick ondi. We h;d gone to our.cousin's
waddiné. I went away wit£ the drivers to haQe soﬁe
Indian whiskey. I fe#i no shame meeting the drivers and

drinking with them. But I got sick and started to throw

oty
i

4
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» . : ' ' <

N ] \ .
up. 1- was brought back to thé‘gedding house where my

[ b 3
brother became: very angry 'with me., He gave me some of

those sweet white pills, but I continued to be sick for

°

some time. : Coe

My brother 1is a strict vegetarian. He will not -

allow even an egg to come in the house. He does not even

eat garlic or onions. Garlic 1 can understand, but .

onions! h

-
I am fifteen years younger than my brother. (In

between us are two sisters.) From childhood, my mother'
has always treated me veiy gentiyl "I am her yoqngeét

chiid. My brother always says to her, "It .is ali-your

doing. You have ruined his life." She is so old, almost

deaf now. She canéot hear a thing my brother says to her

and she - juét smiles ‘at him, "There 1is no ne&d for

smiling,/ mother", 1 tell hé; wheﬁ my brother has gone. I
explain. to her that he is angry. She somehow understands-
and strokes my hair., ) ’ ”

I wéula have liked very much to work in an office
like my sister's husband in Delhi.  He always wears an
English suit and carries a briéfcase. They even have a
telephone in their house and my si#ter feels so proud

every time it rings. It is a nice life they have. But

for me, I am a P.T. Master in a village schobl. Thej

o

-
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could at least give me ‘tﬁe title of Physical Tfain{ng
Offagéi ,or something, ‘bui no, it has to be P.T. Master;
so cheap, so demean&ng. "It greatly reduces youf status
in 1life. Nobody respects you. Tﬁere ig no joy in iife,
. for what pleasure could there be for me in seing aP.T.
Master? I am a very thoughtful person and I always like

“to sit ‘and think my own thoughts and dream my own

\

' dreams. - But for Dmonthé and even years I have had‘to
teach the dumb village .children to exércise. The
i A : 1 .
children don't respect me, those rogues. The peons treat .

me as 1if, I”was one of them. I get paid only 400 Rupees

+

per month, while other teachers get 600 Rupees. So from

time to time I fight with the principal on some é:z;gﬁt“/
t m

or other, and he| throws me out of the school. v

\
L
brother has a very influential friend in the Governmpat
Service, some Commissioner or something. He always gets N
\
me reinstated and ransferred to another village school\

.

near our town. It has been like this for many years and\

has now become a way of life for me. \

A few years back, I fell into bad company and I took

up drinking. I gave up the bad cohﬁgny at my family's

request,§>but could not give up drinking. Since I cangot -

drink, at home -- my brother would not hear of it - I go ‘
to the Shalimag Hotel. I£ is a small place w?;h a few

.
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. '

tables and wooden benches. I am also fond of seeidg

\

"films. I.an often sad and films maké me happy.‘ It makes
me happy to see the ,beau;;fufhwpmen'dressed in loveiy
clothes and golden necklaces. | They 'Always havé4such
handsome lovers singing love songsg to them. I am myself
‘not a bad-}ookidg man. I am quit¥ tall and wWhen I wear -

v )
my imported Jjeans and sunglasses| I am told 1 resemble

Vinod Khanna, the film star. Duri g the film I {f?gine‘

L
that I am the lover of a beautiful heroine. I am such a
dreamer. After the £ilm is over, I never go home

a

" straightaway, because I do not want * my dreams to get‘
, ‘ .
., shattered. My wife is not at all a beautiful womana-,

I 'was very disappointed in her when they first

4

showed her to nme. I didn't eat for two days. But my
sisters, what a cry they raised. They threatened to do

all sorts of things.g'r finallky gave in and married her.
> ‘ !
- \

* 4 # b
Now I have /grown used to her. I remember when she got

pregnant with our . eldest .daughter, who is now s3x, I

"

didn't come home for one week. I was so embarrassed.

. ‘[ -
Now, I thought, she will go around with a big belly and
the whole town will know what I did to her at night. But_

)

tI g@ over that. Now we also have a son who is four and
another ‘daughtef who is one and a half. My eldest

daughter goes to a convent school and can speak

B
i

@ %3

e e et St o o e,
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AZnglish. "It was \hy brother's wish to send hei;to a

cdnvgnﬁ ,schqolv; It is clearly my brother's duty tq keep
me and my family, for I earn only 400 Rupees, which is
barely enough for me, let alone for a family. But my

brother does not mind. He is like that, always doing
. ‘ ¢+ .

things for -bthers.: When he was young, he refused to get

married " because We wanted to serve his family. . Then he
. :

became ‘too old and my sisters were not able to find a

suitable match ‘for him. My wife is very much afraid of

my brother. She will ‘serve food to my -brother before she

Fal
o

will serve nme. It is strange that a wife should serve

her . brother-in“law. before ‘hér husband, but it is so in

our house. I. am 3jealous of this privilege my brother

has, but I cannot say anything, because I kive in’ his

/

‘house .

I wanted 'her “to be afraid of me also, so one .day I

~ ~~

v
hit her across the face. I hit her because I was angry
over something and alsd I wanted to see how "afraid sHe

# v . j
would get. I thought she would humble herself before me

and beg for my pardon. But she stood there and stared at

-

*

0 .

me 1in disbelief, as 1if I had comﬁ?}ted a c¢rime or .

.

something. She didn't even cry) the shameless hussy. She

i

B v
went straight to my brother and told on me.. He called me

a wife-beater and warned me never to raise a hand at her

-~
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/

who beats 'his wife black and’ blue, but she never

4

complaihs. I 'dén't know what it is with my wife. She

has a screw Jloose or’something. I was §till_angry with

. her f7 telling my brother that I had hit her and it was

in my/ mind . to teach  her a lesson. Many weeks passed
* ' » L]
|
however and I forgpt about the whole thing. -

' .3
One day I was coming back from the school on.my

L

-

bicycle, which makes me so miserable. I wish I aqde

. - 5
scooter like my sister's husband, bu@rno, my brother will

never buy me a scooter. He will send my daughter to a
< 3

convent school, but not buy me a scooter. Anyway, I was

comirig home on my bicycle when, I got -a puncture. I could

not finé a repair shop, so 1I had to walk a good four

el
3

miles at least, and I was réally tired. ©On reaching
/

town, instead/ of gding home I went to the Shalimar Hotel
g -

4

and started drinking. Time passed and I had one too

.

many. .The proprietor told me o go home. I think he

suspected I had not enough monky. I paid him and went

L

" home. ' When I knocked, on the dopr my wife opened it. I

threw my bicycle onfgg; floorx, p\sqeg my wife towards the
kitchen 'and demanded food * frop her. She said she was
serving my brother and would sdrve me after that. I was

really getting angry. What did she mean, she would serve

+

b} -

. »("

a ; T ' o
. . ) b v <0, .
;{ v - \ The Big Brothgz\ X ‘ 9
.- .k
’ again and nsent‘ me béék to my' room. I have this friend . -

-

‘4

1
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me ' after that? "I want my food. And I want it now." I

raised 'my voice. "You \?usf wait. I will serve Bhai

J

'gahib first and then I will serve you," she said.
. b

I don't remember what all I said after that, because

»

- ~ ’
- to tell -you the truth I was really drunk. But from what

‘they { tell me I ‘asked my wife who her husband was, me or

)

A\ _my brother? I even told my&brother he had something

o~

going - with my wife. But what I remember is b

slapped
N
floor.

-~

across the face several fimes and, thrown to t
. %)
Then I was dragged by my arms and thrown onto the street.

-
-« By Qﬁis t@me the ﬁeigﬂgsurg had‘opened‘their windows and
doors’, whichevér gave a better view, and were watching
xhg whole scene with great Epterest: \ .
’.I had started ﬁo come to my senses and realized what

I had probably. done. My wife.Left no stone unturned to
tell - mé what vicious';?ings I had said. She told me to
go 1in ;nd apologize to my brpthen.{ {n‘the circumstances,
I thought that would be the beék thing,t% do. I wegﬁ in
and begged my brother‘tp fofgiye\pe. 1 étoSd.theFe with
my eyes lowered, humiliating myself. 1 beq?ed him so
many times. So many times I told him that he was my
L\\ mother and my'%ather and that I lodked onl?,to him for my
life and the 1lives of my childreﬂ. Buk no, he said, T

. must go. 1 must leave at once. ' I must take my family’

\

-
i ¢ Rt e b 3 5 e it (1 od i g s L e




The Big Brother ‘J 11
; '}
with me, my wife and all’the-cﬁildfen, even' the daughter
.
who studies in the convent school), and get out of hig
hqpse, his Jife. "Get away from my eyes!™ he yelléﬁ.
i had 'nebe; seen him like that before, angry yes,
‘ﬁdé* never iikg that.  Now I was truly afraid. 1 h;d
nowﬁere to go. wherg'would I take my wife and children?
e suggested she- would  go to her parents; house whiéﬁ
was five miles from there. So we hired a rickshaw and-I
senk them off. I myself went to a park and sleptzon tho//,
bench-'there! I was too ashamed to face anyond, My
Mlmost deaf mother slept'through the whole drama.
" In ihé morning, I went to iy sister'who ltves'in the
same town and told .her‘ whag\had happened.)KShe nearly
killed ;;. She was 80 angry. She kept saying, ""How
could you? aéw could you? Your brother is such a saint.
How could you be so vile, so ungrateful? He looks aft;r
you, your wife, your children. Now you go to the streets
and eat with the dogs.": |
After much dursing she told me to sit down, and made
tea for me. I was so hunéry: I asked her to give me
something to eat also. She promised she wouid go to my
brother and © ask him to forgive me, put she also
) ) ; ,

threatened that if I ever behaved like' that again, I was*

on my “own. I touched my ears. Not again, sister. She

y 4 \
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Red
.

" *+

" told me, to come back in the evening and find out what my

brother had said. I went Dback, but she said on no
. “ g ,

condition would he také' us back. What was I to go?_ A

few weeks passed. Sometimes I slept at the school,

sometimes at my sister's, But things were not moving.
. ‘ o o

Whenever I went to visit my wife, she would start wailing

" a % . :
aloud, informing her father's neighbours about the whole
affair. I was so fed up, I Btobped going there

. " : o
altogether. - N ‘

" "#t was then decided that my sister ‘in Delhi should

be iﬁ&led and she would negotiaté with my brother.* She
came §nd stoeg with my other si#ger and said the same
tpiﬁg, M"Hé; could you? How could you? ' Your brother is
such a saint.” She‘also told me td gé drown myself in a

glass of water.' And I listened with my head bent, my

eyes lowered. I had no choice but beg her parden.too.

"She finally told me to go away and to come back in the
* ' - -

evening. Meanwhile she would try to pacify my brother
and ask him -to forgive me. I felt maybe she would be
able to influence my brother and he would give me another

chance. I felt a little light-hearted and decided I

. would go to see a film. That way time would move faster. *

When I was_ watching 'the movie, I forgot all my

troubles. -1 forgot I had a brother who had turned me out

¥
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r

of his house, a wife‘who‘yasuugly, and a job I despised.
I- was transported éo a world so truly'begut{ful, whete
© everyone was handsore And righ. and all the problems they
.had were ‘resOIVed in the end. But tﬁe film was over now
and it was getting late. I was hungry and realized that
I had not had a éood home-made meal for so long. I had

to go to my sister's house and 1 wondered if she would

«

offer- me foéd. I went on ny. way, secretly hoping she had

b

néde chicken curry with"lois of spices and onions.

’

Y

#

.
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. Indira woke up to the sounds of the ﬂogs béfking on
the street outside. That .must . be the milkian, she
thought.  He had been coming at ‘seven ;n the no;ning.for
as lon§ as she could remember. She had been married‘for
almost 8ix years now, byt it‘seeied‘iike forever, as if
she had known no other life but this. The dogs alw;yd
barked at the milkman. It-was not as’if they_d{dn{t l§ke
him. | Théy also barked at the postman and they loved him.’

They would stay with him till he had distributed all the

‘letters from house™to house and disappeared from the

street on his Sicyéle. The milkman would walk past the

&

" dogs in -a 've;y rgéigned manner, almost ignoring thenm,

‘singing a rfligipus tune to himself. If one tried to

come too. close, he would either stamp his foot on the

> : 14
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grourid or try to drive them away -by pretendiné to hit
them " with ‘his pail of milk. She could hear him knocking
on their neighbour's door. She lay on her back, staring

, , .

at the tin. roof. ‘Theirs was a makeshift room dn the

terrace. It had two string cots, and one wooden table,

‘on which she kept a small mirror, her comb, a few .

]

‘lipsticks and some talcum powder. Besi&e the tablé was
an iron chair on which Ehey kept a table fan. Both were
badiy rusted. Under tge YStzing cots were two;trunks
containing theig .clothes. Over their heads was that tin

roof on which the sun wotld beat all day. It was better

anyway than sharing a room with her sister-in-law's tyo!i

T~

gpnsJ ages fourteen and eleven. There were only two

’

- bedrooms downstairs. One was ' occupied by her

sisteg-in-law aﬁd brother-in-law and the other was taken
up'by the boys. h

There was a. big veranda where a dining table was
kept along with a few comfortable chairs. ;é was here
that Indira and her sister-in-law spent most of their

time. One co#%er, hidden by a curtain, contained.the

servant's charpoy. The%e was also a small living\room'
5 M . \

with a sofa set and a table in the centre that was used
to receive. business clients. Her brother-in-law had a

r . i . ’
small factory which. made _ scientific ~ instruments.

’M ] ) *

Nt
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/ .Indira's husband alJ:/wofked'fpr Him. .Her sister-in-law

handled. the ’‘sale of the instruments to big industries,
and for this reason businessmen would often come to their

.

house to discuss busihess matters.
r:;?fed her husband to get them
d told him that she would be

1 £ if_had a small kitchen and a

<
1

Many times Indira had

a place of theirmown. S
happy ‘even in one room,
Sathroom. ' Ag.‘lea;t‘ it would be a place she could call
her own.- But Ké:kb Usband always laughed it off. He
asked” her where. she got such notions, and to banish any

such thoughts, for he would not think of ii:ipg anywhere

‘elgse. ° And besidegs he didn'ty make enough money. His
o

»

brother gave them - food and lodging and also‘some pecket
money. Thire was another adVaétage -~ he didn't work
. when he didn't feel ;ike‘it, which was.q@ite'ofggn,,shé
thought b{tterly. She looked at her husband, sleeping

heavily, absolutely unaware of her .unhappiness. She
. . - . ~ ¢

-

sighed. |
The milkman knocked on their door. Shq\héard her
sister-in-law of °Didi' as Indifa respeqtfdlly calied_

her, shouting, "I -ah coming, old man, I am coming.'I'm

.
-~ . .
L]

not deaf.”

\ . ) “{" .
She  heard the door open and.Didi go 'into the kitchen
. ‘. o 2 . N [ N
to fetch a pot for milk. Indira heard*hervexck%nm: "You
[y . -t . Q N
L 8 . . /

3
4
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thief of soﬁﬁyhére, you added water to the milk again.

In your old age you cheat inn;::;iqpeoplel How will you

‘show your face to\ God? I ask you.- You can have it

wf&tten from me th t‘ you will not find ‘a place for
yourself eve% in Heli.:

The miikﬁan then started to swear on his children,
every one of thenm, protésting that the accusations Q;re
not true. The buffaloes, he claiﬁed, were giving thin
milk these daysu but he always gave them enough to eat.

And 60 the. day started. Indira got ojt of bed,
straightened her crumpled saree and combed her hair.
Di&i did not approve of her sleeping late, especially if

she was up ‘herself. She went 'downstairé to use the

bathroom. There was on&y'éne for the whole household.

She touched Didi's feet and wished'heg good morhinéc

. "Oh,y the queen has got up,* Didi said, more out of
habit than apything else. _ Indira did not give it ap;
théughtx She. knew no harm was meant. She had a sharp
tonéue, her 'sister-fhhiaw. sharp ‘as alpair of scissors
and ;he made maximum use of it. Sometimes, though,
Indira wishea she wouldn't start off so Early‘in the
morning. |

| "So, the milkman added water again today?" she

asked.

3

‘s



-

Didi 18

. ' , o . R
g . . "Yes, that thief," Didi replied. Indira went into
the bathroom, and from inside she heard Didi roaring ai
‘the.servant.

)

“Govind! Govindl Have you died or somethigg? Where

.
W -

house."
Govind appeared with' a cup of tea. He was gnly
o fifteen geafs old, and ever&one bossed ihim ar ;nd.
Govind,. do tﬁis, Govind, do that, gov;nd, get mé water,
. Govind, polish mf shoes, Govind, run to the Qarket and
- . get- me cigarettes. Poor Govind, there was only one of
him amd it never occu;red ‘to anybody té say a word of
thanks or appreciations but he didn't see; to mind.
"What -is this? Tea or mud boiled in wgter?’ pidi
demanded. .
cha,'Méalahib,“ ﬂe replied.
Didi thed\‘told him to go to the market aﬁd get a
( dozen. eggs. She togk out two Rupees rolled in a
. . handkerchief which she kept in her bosom. She told him
to come back in twenﬁ% ninu;;’/oF she would break his
legs. - Govind ran out quickly. “He loved to go on errands
\ like this ana‘Aalways took extra time. Sometimes he

didn't return for hours. He was always .scolded when he

came back. Only Govind could take all that, for all the

LY . -
<

s ———— —— dem s e e

¥ is the tea I.asked you for? Nobody listens to me in this
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previous Bervants had either run away or been dismissed
after a few weeks. There had been one very sensitive,
frail boy from the hills who had come to work in their
house. ‘He burst into tears every time Didi spoke to him
harshly, and left after a week. But Govind was strong.
He had beeq‘arbund for aiﬁobt two years now. He anly had
one weakness, filﬁs. He was'crazy abqgf'seeing'films.

He ~h'ad posters of film actresses on the wall above his

s

charpoy and he had-a small transistor radio which blared

v film 'soﬁga all day long. He spent most of his‘salary‘on

films and film magaziQfs.

-~

* * *

Didi started sucking her tea very noisily.. Wag :
there “anything‘ Didi' did softly, Indira wondered. Didi
was a short woman with a generous bosom from which her
saree was always slipping,¢often.when businessmen viéiteﬁ>a
their house, and especiglli when Mr. Kapoor came. Diﬁi’
took great care in dressing up for Mr. Kapoor, for he was!
an important client. There was something about:her face ‘
which made her‘véry appealing. She had a firm skin like
a, young girl's, afdd big black eyes which looked even

. <
wore a bright lipstick and always the red mark on her

@ \ . g

o — iy cm— o e ey ‘Tl
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forehead,
‘ . . . v fj

‘* Indira's hﬁiﬁand came down the stairs, rolling the
sleeQes) of his égﬁ}ta, asking for Govind: | "Govind.
Govind, get me some tea." |

"And why should Govind get you some tea? What
should your wife do, sit with hands folded? why dén't
you make) a throne for her where shé can sit ali day?
These good-for-nothings, both of them". She mgént Indira

and' her husband. ~ Meanwhile, Indira had com%bout of the

bgthroon»and quickly gone into the kitchen. to make teazﬁﬁy

Is

Her husband and’ Didi fought ali "the time. They
argued over everything a;d she disappndved of everything
he éid. She‘d%dn't like his shirts, they were.tbo loud.
She didn't like his hair, it was too Sily. She didn't
like his posture, it was like an old man"'s. She didn't
Iike his frie&ds, they were ail lo;fers. There was no
end to it. . ' T . ‘{% |

" But sometimes they sat together on the veranda and

laughed heartily over some client or somebody living in

- 3

\
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the neighboughood, as if they were the best of friends.
G '

. * * *

~ v, “ s

- ' v

The household had started stirring. Indira's-

T

brother~in-law and the boys came out of their rooms

.

yawning and stretching their arms. They all wanted
Govind' and some tea. | Govind was‘not home and the b¢§2;
were' too young kB to have tea. Indira‘was ordered to make
‘onlyl one cup of tea for her brother-in-law. He was a big
Q;n 'with curly hair. He rarely spoke andiwas always
scratching his thighs. He was utterly depgnde;t on Didi

~
to manage his business.

” ’ " Meanwhile Govind  came back and Q;th Indira and he
started to prepare breakfast. A tme boys got ready and
~“Breakfasted. t\ "Eat my sons, eat,” Didi coa;ed}&hgm. But
théy needed « no coaxing. | *They had aﬁ%etites like
elephagts and if they didn't watch out, Ind}ra thought,
~th§y would start looking like them: They devoured the
parathas with pickles, butter and milk, and.were gone

! ' till éive o'clock. - , };
| When 1Indira’'s husband came for breakfas£ and asked

for ; third paratha, Didi looked at him.and asked,
" "What do you have inside? A éiom;ch or a well? Are{

you going to s8it on m§ head all your life, just eating

, ) , >
“h + 3 " -
K VR
.
.




and‘breaking beds?"

gut this ngn't stop him from taﬁing a third paratha
and a fourth. . ) X \

*'**‘ ] T

o R

By ten o'clock the men were out of the house.
¥

Indira went around the rooms dusting. Thé_sweeper girl

came later, around twelve o'clock, to clean the floors

~,

.and the bathroon. Didi sat on the veranda, her feet up

on a stool, reading the newspaper and orderfng Govind and
’ a ¢ . .

" Indira to do various chores.

At eleven o'clock, when the vendor came, Didi went

out , in the street and haggled with him over zhe price of
potatoes, cabbagef®and peas. She cape back with the
vegetables, calling the vendor a thief. SN N

Once. or twice a week, they went to tHe fruit &élkstﬁ_m”, v

Didi and {she. Didi made her carry a plastic basket and
‘ )

N ) .
they went Jfrqm shop to shop trying to find the cheapest

prices.” _ There was one\sshopkeeper she always went to and

.asked, pointing at the mangoes, ."What is the price of

those mangoes?" If he said "Eight Rupees a kilo", she

would stand there with one hand holding her purse and the
other on her hip. "Eight Rupees ‘“for these mangoes?

These undernourished mangoes? Even my sweeper would not

°

o
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eat them." \

"All right," he gid, cominJg down to seven Rupees.

’

* But no, Didi woﬁld not pay more than six Rupees. He

would finally gi%f in, grumbling that he and his family

would starve to death if he had.more customers likexher.

-~ . * & %
} After théir shopping they sometimes hired a
ricﬁ&haw. Didi would haggle with the rickshaw-puller

a

became embarrassing, because these rickshaw

B

pullers had become very bold. They argued with 'you and’

o

even said insulting things, instead of accepting what was

.- 4
moreover she was afraid to displease Didi. If the

rickshaw - puller asked for two Rupees, Didi said one Rupee '

- alwayﬁf

AN

‘prﬁfe( .she called him

alf the amount. If he didn't come down-in

a thief and tried to get another

‘rickshaw for ~a lower price. 1If she didn't succeed, she

just walked home, with Indira treading behind her. '

)

o ’ I(“ '
' . 2 \* *.*. N

. Radha;, the sweeper girl came at one o'clock that

’

day. She was quite a young girl, maybe sixteen or
(sevénteen. , She was vefy dark, and whenever she asked
: .
" o
1
...‘4._.._;_.._. '/ = — e - - ~

Indira had no say in.the matter, and'
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Didi to give her an o0ld saree, shé was told %o go look in
- Id
' o -~

the mirror first, her face was like the back of a frying

_pan. She was 4engaged to a tailor and fel®'very shy if

~_r

'somebody mentioned his name or brought up the subject of
her marriage. " First it had been Sarla, Radha's sister
who had worked there, but then something happened aﬁd

DFQi had forbidden her to enter their house.

It so happened, some three years aqo, Didi %nd
Indira had planned to go to the cinema to see a matinee

show. In those days they had another servant called

d

Hari, a young man of about twenty-one years. He -always
used to tease Sarla, calling her "my cauliflower” and "my

black 'rose“,' for she too was dark—qomplgxioned, But it
was all in fun, Sometimes Sarla compliined to Didi and .

»

Hari was scolded, but the whole matter was never taken

-

A

.seriously. So- Didi told her’' to finish the woig on her '

. o . ~
own and go home later, Indira and Didi went to the three

-

o'clock éhow, but uponlgetting there, they found out that

the house was full and there was no chance of getting
' »

tickets. So they visited a few shops, had ice cream, and

g came back. They were shocked to find Hari and Sarla
»

together on thé string cot on the veranda. They vwere

embracing and laughing. When Didi saw ‘them, she took off

her slipper and started beating Hari. She c¢alled him so

-
. -

F ~.
1/'
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many namég. She said she would hack his bones into tiny

”

,pieces and feed them to the dogs. Sarla had quickiy

started ‘buttoning her blouse. She was not spared
N &

.either. ' Didi called her a bjtch and'q prostitute -and

said . that if Sarla ever show her face 1in the

0

- neighbourhood again she would find her skin peeled off
€

and fed to the vultures. Sarla disappeared quickly and

Didi ‘told Hari to roll up his bundle.

b

For days they talked of ﬁothing else. Then Radha

replaced her sister and was ' warned that if she gave a

=

performince, like her sister's she. would be skinned
alive. ‘ _That was enough for her and she never

" misbehaved. Moreocver, she was engaged to be married.
I : ' '

"That day she came an hour later than usual. It was
her turn’'to be scolded, Indira thought.
"Oh, Radha wmemsahib has come. Should we make tea .

- for her? 'Were you dead or something? Or was it your

1}

‘mother-in-law's ,fungral//§ou went to?" Didi shouted at
her.  Radha-did not reply and was told to clean the house.’

properly. " ;t was Tfesday, and usually on Teesdgys and
Fridays Mr. japoor came to visit in the afternoons.
Kapoor sSahib, as he * was :respectfully called by
everyéne, was a rich man. He ownedfih; biggest scientific
’

industry in town and always.came in a chauffeur-driven

{
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o \
‘

car. He gave them a lot %f business. At first he came

only in the evenings when everyoﬁe was home. They used

} . |
to all _ sit together, have tea, and talk, but not much

business would be discussed. At that time he used to

place very small orders. Then he started to visit in the

- 4

afternoons when only Didi and Indira were home. At first
they would sit in the living room, but that room got sun
in 'the afternoons and it.became very hot there, .One day
Didi casually complained that the heat was unbearable.
The very next day Kapoor sahib had a .water cooler
installed in Didi's bedroom. After that Didi would take

Kapoor Sahib to her bedroom for those afternoon

5

discussions. '

It was around that .time that Kaﬁoor Sahib started

/
giving them a lot of business. He was a real gentlemen.
b

g p

He . was always polite to 1Indira if he ran into‘her and
asked after her health. He never came empty-handed. He

brought cakes and pastries from the best bakery in town.

;1/

-

On every festival he. ﬁkpught a new saree for Didi.

Sometimes he bfoughtl a little gift for Indira also.

.

After they pad finished - discussing business, Didi made

special tea for him with herbs and. spicés. She served

the cakes he brought ahé sometimes made fritters stuffed

-

?
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w1th chlllles

That day D1d1 asked her to prepare the batter for

fritters for the evening téa. Indira had done it after’

«

) ¢ . . ‘
lunch, ©before retiring - for her afternoon nap. After a

El

while - she heard ‘a car horn in the street. That myst be

pKapoér, Sahib's car, she thought. She heard the door open

~and after about five minutes she heard the car drive

off. That . was strange. She depated whether she should

go down on some pretext to see what the matter was, but

.then ‘she " thought it was none of her business. ‘But she

felt uneasy and could not sleep. She put on her sllppers

a

and ° came downstalrs very softly. ' She thought that 'if she

+ was’ questloned as to why she had come down she would say

that it was to get cold water from the fridge. ' It was

" such a hot afterncon. Didi's bedroom door was closed and

‘)

she could hear- her' crying. ' Indira knocked and went
. . ‘

inside. D1d1 was lying on the bed aqﬂ sobbing.
"What's the matter, Didi? Who came Just now? Whose

car was that?" ) : : N

Al " M ¥

But Indira gat no reply. She held Didi close to her

and flnally was able to‘ make ' out something. It was

'Kapoor Sahib's driver. He had come and told her Mr.

. Kapoof had died that morning of a stroke.

Kapoor Sahib dead? How could that be? He couldn't

i
T
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?

die. He was larger than life and such a nice man. The

‘
1

‘same evening :theyt went . to the funeral. Didi was in

control “of herself and not once did she cry in froat of

Mrs. Kapoor, who, even in her grief shot suspicious
glances at Didi. The women could be seen whispering to

each other whenéver*they looked at pidi.

- ’ N -

It. is three months '‘now since Mr. Kapoor's death.

»
I3

pidi :nevér quarrels with - thé nilkman or .the vepdors

-

anyﬁfre, ?arely goes to the” market to buy mangoes and

_never fights with. Indira or her husband. It is as if a

1

light has gone out of the house. Indira misses those
days and most of all she misses those delicious cakes and
pastries GTqﬁ the evening tea. She sincerely hopes that’

Didi will start shouting at her or the servant.

~
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I remember my first day in this house. I sat on my
bridai bed and looked around. It was such a large roonm.
It seemed large theh because it was mostly empty, except

for the dunlop bed on.which I sat, the dressing table,

’ pﬁrtly wrapped in brown paper, and the steel almira, all

of which "my father had incluaed in the dowry. My
suitcases wé;é 1yin§ against the wall; pacfed with my new
sarees and other h9useﬁold;itens. I was wearing my red
brocade saree ‘and gold ornanenﬁsl ﬁy nother~infl§w or

"Maji" as her children called her, had insisted that I.

o

- wear z}l-my jewelry in the presence of.wqddidé guests who

were ¢urious to know how much|gold I had brought in ‘my

% 29 o n
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u
dowry. I was waiting for Niren, my husband.. I hardly
knew him. It was an arranged marriage and I was both
nervous and excited. He was a lecturer 1in English

’

Literature at a local college and was in the middle of

finishing his Ph.D. He was writing his thesis on D.H.

-

Lawrence. I had been very iméressed by that. 1 secretly
hoped to become a writer, and I kept a diary in whiéﬁ I
wrote poéms and . short stories. I thought Niren would
encourage me to write more and appreciate what I hgd
w:ittén.' i had hyself wanted to‘@o a Masters in English

Literature after my B.A., but my father would not hear of

’

it. He wanted me to get married and settle down. How my

1

father had cried when I said good-bye to the family.

y

Thinking about that, I began to cry a little myself. It

was then Niren came and said he understood that I missed

ny famiiy. - He promised he would do everything he could
to make me happy. ' 1 told him it was a big house they
lived in. Yesd, he said, it was his grandfather's house,

and - was passed on to his father, who, rest his soul, had
died a  few years back. Now it beld‘beq to him and his

younger brother, Ranjit. The house had a central

*

courtyard and many rooms opening out from it. On one

side was a verahd& supported by three pillars. The walls

A

were damp from the previoué year's monsoons and the

-
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. doors needed to be painted.

:
“e

Niren (;alked at length about his family. 'His

mqther, he said, suffered from high blood pressure, and
a .

other way around, I discovered later. . First she lost her

temper, then her blood pressure went up.

¥

Niren's brother, Ranjit, was a salesman with a well-"

known medical firm. And it was time Ranjit settled down

as a result occasionally lost her temper. But it was the

with' a girl from a good family instead of having'an

affair with Lily, that Christian nurse, said Niren.
Kamla, his sister,. was the one my husband was_most
worried about. He seemed anxious 'ﬁo find a suitable
match for her and' det her married. She was another of

'

the reasons his mother sometimes became ill-tempered, he

~

explained. And on this'note, my married life began.
N
given by my husband's colleagues. After one such dinner,
when we came home to oﬁr rocm, I discovered to my dismay
that our bed was no longer there. It had been replaced
by two string cotas. I was speechless with anger. Niren
noticed the string cots and also nsaw that I'was very
upsét. He ;aid. “Why does Maji do these things? Look,
-darling, 1if jt bothéfs you too much to sleep on charpoys,
I will go'and get the bed back from her room. As for me,

W\

N

In the bégiqning,qe were invited to a lot of dinners

N\

. .
i
R )
. L .
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I don't care. I can even sleep on the floor." - I felt

ashamed of my’ﬂ petty‘ feelings, espec{ally when he was

trying to be so noble. I told him it didn't matter, but

I cried myself to sleep that night. It was that same
\

)

night that Niren told me to read Sons and Lovers. That

bed -- how lovingly my father had perchased that bed, and
for 80 much money! Money does not grow 6n treesy you
knog.' Maji ﬁad been‘eyeing that bed ever since she had
first seen it. She had often toucﬁed it and remarked on
its quality. Then she would add that she hated to sleep
on her charpoy. It was no good for an old woman's back,

.she"d say. Next morning Maji kept glancing at me,

waiting. for me to say something, but when I did not

mention the incident ' at all, she - seemed  very

disappointed.

‘

Maji was a large and greedy woman, and being a widow

she always dresse in white. She frequentiy beat the
, y

servant when her sons were not around, and from*hergtalk

it seemed that .hqg on;y'aim in life was to show various

people stars in’daylight. She alaays treated.me like an
' /

outsider and gradually she started saying rude things to
me. She said that shefywould marry Raqjis/,into a
well-to-do family, because from my parerts . she'd got

A

notﬁing. At ﬁirs? I kept éuiet, but by and by I became a

<
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little bold. 7
"Your father didn't even give you a dinner set," she
said one day.
"He gave me a éofé gset, didn't he?" I replied. _¥}
"Sofa setl", she said sarcasticaliy, "Whap.is a sofa
set? Even a peon would give a sofa set to his daughtefy"

. And every day it was one thing or the other the? ‘my

fathe; had not qiven. One day we both sat on the
veranda, shelling peas, and she said that my father had
not given a 'dininé téble in the &szy. That day I gave
her hell. 1 thoughtjthe wholefthing zgi;going too far.
My husbandl has a very mild temperament and was anywa;
occupied with his damned thesis, that Lawrencey his sons,
and their damned lovers. 1 had to stand qu:2: myself.

I told her quite sharply, “"Well, I di¥in't know I.was
getting married into a family that doesn't even own a
dining table.” | . \

She told me that I had a sharp tongue, and cast
suspicion on the reputation of my family. I told her
approximately how long her own drooling tdngue was. My
gues; was Mnine yards. . And i told her that women with
such 1oﬁg tongues osviously didn't come from good

.families .y I also told her that she should be ashamed of

herself for sitting in the court yard, always scratching

. ’
o sewe w4 e e meunew
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»

her "fat legs in front of her grown-up sons aﬁﬁgi;e
servant, instégd of putting 0oil bn them and keeping them

covered with the saree.

-

She kept saying, "Let him come. Let him come. He

~

will ©beat the hell out of you.' If I don't ghow you stars
in dayligk;: my name is not Maya." he had worked

herself up into such a frenzy that the moment Niren
]

entered she clasped him and wailed aloud, "Oh, Oh my son,

i

Oh my son ..." » . .

I stood ther on the veranda leaning against a
pillar, .looking defiantly at them.  She went on to
narrate ‘somethikg entirely diff;rent from what had
happened. Niren told his mother to behave in a gentle
fashioﬁ and not .like a street woman. That night ngi-
koék to bed complaining of blood pressure. Every time

'she lost a fight'she took to bed, sayihg it was her blepod

pressure again.

- \\ N
Kamla, Niren's sister, was quite different £ro hé?
mother . She was splendidly built and had a very bad
complexion. At first she was cautious with me, very

distant and polite. Iyshink she was under the influence

of her mother's attitude towards me. As she had no




€T
Lily ‘ 35

friends of her own to talk to she sometimes came to my

room in the afternoons and talked ﬁo mé. All she talked

about was men. She asked a lot of questions abog} the’

physical relations between men and women . Sometimés it

©

becamé disqusting. Once I told her that if she asked me

-

any more questions, I would tell her brother.

’

I should probably not say it, but she was quite a
»

useless character. She never helped in the kitchen, she’

had no useful hobbies to occupy her time. From morning

till evening shéesat in the courtyard or on the veranda,
é

listening to the transistor radf% and either ffling her

nails o reading romantic novels. She had only completed

high school and was not ag all interested in pursuing

further studies. She was already twenty-seven years old

A Y

and unmarried.

Maji worried about her a lot. When some old women

from the neighbourﬁood came to visit her, (Maji's témple

buddies, as Ranjit called them), she talked of nothing

else but her daughter's forthcoming marriage.

-

on Sunday mornifigs, she asked Niren to go through

-

the matrimonial column oﬁ The Tribune and underline the

4

\
advertisements he thought suitable for Kamla and

instructed him to start a )ﬁiirespondence wi;h the

- y :
concerned parties. When the . replies to .those letters
e " ) .
4 -
N o
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A . .
started coming in, Kamla -became very friendly with me,
friendlier than wusual. Once she offered to wash my hair

with her imported shampoo, which she was keeping for her
.

Y s .
wedding day. She ' insisted on plucking my eyebrows and

putting mud _packs  on m{ face, even though I didn‘t want
¢

then. After that she ,somghow hanoeuveféd the
i

s .conversation to the subject of marriage and she asked me

to steal those letters from Niren's file. I could hérdly
’ L

bed¥room door " from inside and read the letters as If they. -

. ‘

~ e )

-

‘refuse, after having accepted her bribes. She locked my

were , letters from a lover whose presence was being denied

to her. . If ﬁhere was a photograph of adbrobpective
suitor, -she asked ,myl\opinipnland gave her own.: Iélshe
l{ked the particulars &95 any Dboy, éﬁe-reéuested me to.
recommend him to her brother. I did whatever she told

me, for I was as eager as she was, if not more s¢ that.

she gei" married. It was, pathetic to see her waste Her

life lgfé that. N

3

% . .. .,ur “ N
Whenever a boy was ,invited to look her over, Maji .

came to 'my room, - opened my steel almira and ﬁicﬁed odt a
saree to dress ;up her daughter. They were almost new

sarees, ‘for 1 was newly married myself. All evening 1

worried that Kamla would drop tea on it, or syrup from
o N
the sweets. Sometimes Maji forgot to give them back to

' \ ’ ”

'
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me. . It was‘élways with my silk sarees she forgot. .One

’

day, 1 remember, she walked out with my pink and silver

brocade saree and did not- return it. I cried that night,

how I cried. I was inconsolable. Niren said he would
buy me another exactly like it. I told him it cost
almost a +thgusand Rupees. He was silent. After he had

‘

pacified me a little, he told me to read Sons and Lovers.

“Sons and Lovers!", I said in frustration. “What

-~

has 'Sons and Lovers' got to do with my pink'and silver

e . @
saree?" T\cried even louder.. T

I was -more eager, than ever that Kamla should get

\ '
married. Then one day, finally, to everyone's relief a

boy approve? of  her® and she approved of him and they\

bedame engaged. ‘Maji did not want to waste any time.

.She wanted(/them to get married within a week. Kamla's

2 . \ N
future inrlaws were surprised. They enquired if one week

n

N . .
was enough “for, preparation. Maji said, yes, that the

. dowry was already prepared.

_So Kamla was married and gone, but not for long.

She came back with strange problems "of her own. Her
mother-in-law made her sweep the. floors. ™, In her
" e
hu$b%;;‘s abéence, her brother~-in-law made passes at her.
y , Ps

Ramla could be seen moving in and out of our household.

When she w3s 'in, poth mother and daughter sat in the‘
& : ' " ‘? '

w
o B
. n

e e o

?
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‘courtyard and cursed - the old hag that Kamla's
. . .

[ -

mother-in-law was. . Maji moaned when Kamla was gone, "A

daughter's grief 1is like carrying a mountain on yoeur

chest." Co. ‘ ’ /’
. ) T ; :

I -~ : >
' II l .
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The least congéEned about the family?problems wés.
Ranjit.- He was‘haging a big love affair with Lily and he
m&&e no secret of it. He took hé¥ ev:rywhefe on his
"motorcycle, to the ,restaﬁrants,‘gpd the cimenma. IHe Qag
also véry disregpeétful to h%h ?qsher. She begged him to ,
give up "that Christ%a§-§ifl" gmd accep£ a proposal from
éoﬁe rich family. éﬁe warned him that if everybody knew
about his aff;ir nobody would give his daughter to him in
ﬁarriagq. - , ' 6’-'

o . . - N
3 l.‘ N 1

He often told her to mind _her own business and
suggested that 'shé spend more time in.pr?yer rather thah
méédling with his affairs.( I' used to tease Ranjit,
aéking ‘pim when \;5wgsld see the. famous "Miss Liiy“. He

+Would  say with a twinkle in his ;ye,wisoon’sister-in71$w.
soon,“ ‘ . // : | ’

‘Oné day, ﬁg~ did bring her home. She was not the ,
beauty I had imagined her éo be,\b&t she was egtremel&

smart. She had short curly hair, a wheatish complexion
. . *\\ . P




- b Lily = - 39

>

and wore a very fashionable skirt and blouse. Maji threw

a fit when she saw ©Lily's naked légs, not because

anything was wrong with them -~ they were shapely -- but '
S
because it was not proper for girls to show their legs aé

all. It was different with Lily: * she was a Christian,

v

and all the girls from the Christian community wore

~ dresses. Maji began suffering from high blood pressure

-

again. After that Ranjit started bringing Lily ho?e more

often. I 1liked her from the beginning. . She was very
iy

friendly and took great interest in me.
One day she just moved in. Ranjit carried. her

suitcase ‘to his roam. Maji would not survive, we thought .
. |4
But Ranjit explained that they had been<married in civil
. . ‘ ’g
court. Next morning Lily got dressed in her starched

uniform and ordered the servant. to prepare breakfast for
her as she was late for work. The way shé made herself

at hoéme so soon, 1 fg;t as if she had always been a éart

of the family. L 1 -

Most of the day Lily was out, and I noticed that

Maji had started being more friendly with me. She told
1 3 R .

me to stay away from the she-devil, who had enticed an
innocent ”son with her black powers. "What evil fate has
brought such a woman into our house?" She cried from

4

time to time.

2
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I paid no attention to her. I looked forward to the

"days Lily was not working. =~ 1 enjoyed her company. I

sometimes read a magazine while she sat in thezgburtyard

putting curlers in her hair or painting her nails. It
was then she talked about herself, her work, her life.

L4
She told me all the hospital gossip. I knew which nurse

was having an ‘affair with which doctor. She told me that

¢
Mrs. Pu;iwa our neighbour, had gone to the hospital to

have -an abortion. She myst Dbe having an affair with
someone, she said, ana asked me to investigate.

She also talked' about herself. She was an orpham,
raised by éhfistian missipnaries. Those sisters were so
good to her, she said wjith teafs in her eyes. They had

raised her and sent er to nursing school, but she had

.

Hiﬁdu blo;d’ in her veins, she ‘said, showing me her
wrists. I told her it didn't matter w?ether she was a
HiAdu -or a Christian as long as she was a niée person,
which she was.  But she didn't like the way the "old
woman" went on and on about ﬁer being a Christian, as if
she was an untouchable.
, e
If Maji called Lily a she-devil to her face or
insﬁlted her, Lily  would say to Maji, "I'll give you an

injegtion so big..." ~-Then she would pause and hold the
» :

palms of her: hand abdut a foot aparc. Sometimes she
ks )

SRS 1

- . -

g
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brought them closer or spread them further épart to
illustrate the size of the imaginary injection; and then

)

she wouldv finish, "... that you will not wake up for

“weeks." Sometimes she said it very seriously, in a tone

oné wou}d use to scare a cﬁild, while at other times she
would burst 6ut igughing, as if she was entertaining soge
amusing fantasy. . .

Maji meanwhile had become more and more ill-
tempered. Her one aim in life was to get rid of\Lily.’

One day Lily was in the kitehen, It was her day offf
and Vshe ‘was making minced meat..*She only liked it the
waya she cooked it, with tomatoes and green chillies. She
had sent the servant to the market to get, fresh br;ad and
Campa ‘Cola and _she seemed.very happi, probably. looking

forward. to the delicious snack she yas preparing. I was

on the veranda reading‘ a book. Maji went into the

kitchen, looking for something. I heard Lily say, "What

are you doing in the kitchen? Don't you know I'm cooking

meat?" \

Maji, being a vegetarian, disliked meat -being

cooked in her kitchen, but she could not stop Lily from

doing it. I looked over my book and saw Lily scoop her

finger in the meat and bring it'close to Maji's mouth.
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"Here, taste it," she said teasingly.

, "Get away from me, you she-devii of somewhere."
Maji screamed and hig Lily on the hand. ﬁily put the
finger in ger mouth and exclaimed that it was delicious.
I had hardly looked down when I heard Lily scgsam. When
I iooked up she was drenched in kerosene and Maji wé;

trying to set Lily's saree on fire by putting one end of

it on the burning stove. I stood up,- shocked, my hand

over my mouth. By the time I reached the kitchen both of

them were on the floor, wrestfing with each other. I
grabbed a ki£chen towgl to put out the fire and pulied
them apart. Lily was shaken. She had suffered a minor
burn on her hand while trying to pull the burning saree
from the stove: I took her to her room,'agt Burnol on
her hand and told her to bathe and change into fresh
clothes, then rest till Ranjit came:

Maji, meanwhile, suf%f??&&from high blood pressure.

Lb é" . .

When Niren and Ranjit learned about the incident, they
apologized profusely for their mother, who had gone mad,
they said. But they said nothing to their mother becagse
that evening her blood pressure soared to a record high.
She had suffered from a heart attack. |

She was- admitted to the hospital. Lily generously

offered to take- care of her. She informed us that she

.




Lily o 43

4
i

had requested Dr. Seth to do special check-ups. Dr. Seth
was head .of the Cardiology Department. Even the interns
were afraid to approach him, but she, a mere riurse, had
asked him to do this personal favour. Maji Qas in good
hadds; she reassured us. A month passed and Maji was

still in the hospital. Whenever Niren or I asked her

when Maji would: come home, she said, "off, a few more

days,. Dr. Seth wanted to do more tests on her. One day

Ranjit asked her when Maji was cominé home. ‘He said it

had been mcre than(’a month, and wasn't it a little

unusual that Maji was taking so long to recover?- Lily
really got angry at him. She shouted at him. First. she
called him stupid, then she said,

"You can go and fetch her now, if you} want. I will

tell Dr. Seth to discharge her this minute,'%ut...“ she
paused‘ heavily, "if something happens to her..." She
/ .

left the sentence incomplete. It ppst "have carried

weight because Ranjit began to apologize, called her
darling, and saying th;t he didn't mean anything. He
qu£ wanted to know how his mother was.

In fact we all had to rely on Lily to tell ugsggOUt
the progress of Maji's health, because whenever any one

of us ' went to the hospital, Dr. Seth was never on dﬁty,
4

¢ ‘*
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or if he was on duty, he was never available. He was

B

either in shrgery or in a'\meeting.
‘. And Maji, how could anybodyraékruaji how she was.

Whenever we went to visit her, she was either sleeping or

too drowsy to talk.

)

-
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Mr. Dube{ or. "Dubeji" as he was respectfully known
by the pe&ple ‘'of his town, was the founder' of the Dube
Hé:riaqe ‘Bureau. At the aéé of thirty-two he had ng the
idea for théﬁlbﬁsiness after his own parents failed to .
find a match for him. He felt that young men and women
were unable to find suitable matches becau;e there was ho
one to introduce them to the right people at the right
age. He hiréd a Qhop“ in a busy st:get from which he
opegated his ambitious thture. Twenty years later he
owned. not only the shop but the whole’ building in which

the shop was 1gcated. He had the upper portion conyg;ted

.

. into his residence where he lived with his wife, whom he

8

i
. A

ha§ wed at tﬁe

two. children. 1of

45
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{ .
shope and turned them into a fairly large office. In the

office was a dais, covered with a mattress and a white

sheet. Cushions were placed on three sides of the dais.

Dubeji sat there ffeﬁ/ﬁen to six with a desk in front of

—

him. -The legs of the desk were cut short En ordef for
him' to use it while sitting on the dais. A little
furtherr away was a table with a typewr}ter and a chair
for his typi%t cum accountant. There were also some
chairs for visitérs. " On the w§1% agove the dais was a
framéd picture of his dead father, who was a lot fatter
than Dubeji and had a very mean look in pi; éyes. Th{;
was the ’‘same father who had failed to find a‘match for
him.

Dubeji was a fat and kindly man. He 'always dressed

in white kurta “pyjama, and came to be greatly respected

'by the people of the town. Wherever he went people

greeted him with folded hands. Even passers-by in the
street who saw him sitting on the dais greé&ed him

humbly.  Dubeji would merely nod his héad, because it

‘would have been very tiring for him to fold his hands

.every ’‘time,K someone greeted him. By his side was a black

telephone Mhiqh rang only now and then. Usually people
preferred to come in person. © When it rang, Dubeji
éreferred to answer it himself, speaking very loudly to

the party on the other endf . When Dubeji spoke on the

&

- o B h
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phone, the typist stopped  his work because -the

‘conversation, ' almost always about somebody's marriage,

distracted him. .

From ten to six. was open house. People came with
pictures of their sons and daughters. Those who were in
a' greater hurry brought tﬁe;r sons and d;ughters along in
person. Dubeji greatly objected to that, for what
business was it of those'sons‘énd daughters to bé present
while their marriage was being discussed and arranged?
Whiie the sons and daughtefs hung their heads in shame
and embarféssment,‘ DuBeji wrgte the particulars -- the
age, occupation and family details of the boy and the
age, talents and family background of the girl. The
information was later'typed by the typist. and filed.away.

Dubeji <charged 100 Rupees to each party fér any
meeting he‘ arranged between th;m. He Aid the ground
work,, judged the %ompatibility of the two families to the
best of his judgment, then simplx brought them togetler.
Whether - sbmething materialized out of the meeting or not
was no concern qf Duﬁeji“s, nor was he responsiblg for
any trouble arising’ after the marriage had taken place.
He made it very clear to his clients that it was his job

to bring thee two parties together and their job to check
9

" each other out closely. If someone blamed Dubeji for a

¢

o
{
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bgoken marriage he simply told them that being a maFriage
broker -was like being a proper£y broker. If the property
broker sold someone a house iﬁ wintér and -the house
started leaking in the monsoon%, well too bad! It was
not the broker's responsibility, now was it? But if the.
meeting materialized and resulted in marriage, Dubeji was
§lways invited. He charged nothing extra for that,
though a box of sweets was optional.‘

A fee of 100 Rupees was no' hard and fast rule.
Dube ji .often made concessions to less well-off people,
especially to poor men with many dauéhters of
marriageable age. - On the other hand, there was an extra
charge 1if the girl in question was dark-complexioned or,
had 'pimples on her face. As a matter of principle,
Dubeji did not consider boy; without jobs, but an
exception could be made if the father of the boy owned a
business. He also entertained reéuests from wjidowed or
divqrced people, but for them the price was slightly
higher.’ As the sal;ébility of the goods decreased,
Dubeji's fees increased. ‘

Al

Although Dubeji had some knowledge of astrology, he
, N .

émployed, the services of a professional astrologer. It
was absolutely essential to be accurate. You could not

marry someone's only daughter whose Jupiter was in the
R S
&

~
S
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sixth house to a boy‘wﬁose moon was facing thehdupitér.
That could annoy the girl's Saéurn in Ehe eightﬁ house
and cause the death of the girl in the very first yeér of
'marr;age. Many things had to Dbe ';aken inté
consideration. It was indeed a very rgséonsible job and
Dub;ji was very ‘much aware of it. He ran his business
efficiently, and gisely spent money on advertising. ﬁe
had all the available walls of the town as wéll.as those
of the/ butskitts, péinted ihl bald letters, both 1in

o

English and Hindi --
i
) MARRIA?ES WERE MADE IN HE&YEN *

e BUT ARE FIXED QY DUBEJ1

For further information call 69146

or visit in person, at 43, Merchant's Market °, °

He ocgasionally: had f}yers’ Erinted with\proyises of a

beautiful bride to the families of §l@gible boys and

. doWryless marriages to the families of eligible girls.
The flyers were distributed with the newspapers. 1In a
country where 1t was hard to €find a son-in-law whose
famfly did not desiré refrigerators or T.V. sets or a
daughter~-in~law who was fair-comélexioned, who could
resist the tempting offerﬁ made by Dubeji? 1In such a

«l/country Dubeji's busingss was bound to flourish.

. One summer afterqoon,.Dubeji‘was sitting on his dais

)

]
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étudying the horoscope of a client when he saw a
rickshaw| stop in front of his offige and a white‘man get
down. Dubeji was extﬂﬁmgly,puzzled: What could a white
man want from him? Maybe he was a tourist wbg\had lost
ﬁis . way, Dubeji thought;- The white man knocked on the
‘open door and came in. He must have been 'in hig
mid—forf}es énd wés dressed in jeans, (all foreignefs
dressed iﬂ jeans) and a .cotton short-slleeved shirt. His
beard was golden and trimmed. Two cameras werd slung on

Bhis shoulder and he carried a brown canvas Qagl The
.white: man put his bag Hown, folded his hands and said.

" “Namastel Are you Mr. Dube?"

"Yes,\\Yes", ‘'said oDubeji, getting up to sha#e handé

-

with the . whiteﬁjman. . As a rule Dubeji never got up gpr

anybody, but this was a white man, a guest , in his

country. He should Dbe shown the utmost respect. The .

'4
white man introduced himself,

"I'm Mark Goodman."
"I am Shri Dube, also good man. Please be seated.”

Dubeji pulled a chair for him and turned the tq%;e fan

-

towards the visitor, who was perspiring visibly.
"Kaloo —ﬁ 0 Kaloo", Dubeji shouted for the %ervant.
. Kaloo "appeared, a dark skinny boy of about fourteen

years; he stared openly at the visitor. He had never

”

-

2
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seen anybody so white.

C -

L4

“Bring cold’ sherbet for 'gora'-sahib. Put lots of

w

sherbét," Dubeji ordered: There was an endless supply of

" sherbet for™ visitors: in summer and cup éfter cup of tea

ip— winter.‘ " Kaloo came‘bacx with a red-¢olored sherbet

and offered it to the white man. He dbnfinugd to stare

e * ., at him and broke ‘into ggsaigg.’ He made no attempthto
L conceal his amusement. He-rpal}y had ﬁot seen anybody ;6

. white in hi's whole life. And. the hair, just like threads

_/l

of goldl Dubeji scolded Kaloo inm‘a loud voice and toyd

*

him to get out. When Kaloo left, reluctantly, Dubeji
apologized for him and said he was Kaloo, the mad man.

‘Mark Sipped his sherbet, while .Dubeji asked him, “You

news reporter?" ‘

-
M

N “ ' . .
. ' “"No, No, Mr. fibe. I'm here 'for something. -else."

He didn't ,quite know how to put - it. He was from New

T
ik . -

York.. Yés, New York. Dubeji knew one Indian boy who had

" ' come from New York the previous winter wanting a wife.

¢ ‘.
——

«

"I 'too want a wife." Mark grabbed <at the

opportunity. Dubeji was §pegch1essﬂ . Then he began

)

- groping for all the English words he knew.
3 E ‘ k ) s .
"You marry wife from India? Why? No wife in
America?" No, No. that was not’the case, Mark explained.:

]

'In fact he had two wives in America.

;
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\
e caid Bubes L
Two, wives? Lucky manl“*® said Dubeji1 who only had

one. Dubeji was surprised that Re wanted yet another

\ #
one. -He was not a Moslem, was he?

[

Mark ' explained that his first wife had been given to.
violent rages of'teqper and had later. lost her mind. She
had not only broken his heart but all the/7dndows ?f his

" house, many dishes .and sqggf/;grniture. After having

divorced her, he'd met Jennifer, his-.second wffq.._ﬁarf
.loved children and had wanted to have a f&mxly. but

Jennifer .was not interested 1in little brats and was

unfaithful to ;}ﬁ"ﬁmany times. One day he had found her
. w

" with the plumber. in their own bedroom.  He was SO

- disqusted he had dévorced her too. ' Being.a free-lance
. photodfaphet, he ‘had decided to travel. After going to

‘.Japan and Indonesia. he had come to India, where he

.

?

travelled widely. : | ' , ’ &/y
. ¢ :

"How did you find my off1ice?" Dubeji waé‘cut1ous to
v * . e
know.

x

“Your name 1s all-over the walls of this town," Mark

said laughing. Mark had been travelling 1n a bus when he
nbtlced tQ: advertisement and decided to pay a visit.
.Pubejz seemed very - pleased. Mark confessed he liked

Ipdian‘ women wlgp.their dusky complexions and long black

-

hair. He believed they made good and faithful wives. No

-
%, .
“or .

>

) 3 . -
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carefully sele.cted . a few photographs of young women. He

'I'hg' White Man 53

" doubt, said Dubeji, who got down straight to bu51ness.

Mark produced his passport ﬁld sa1d that he was
willing s to" sponsor his wife if Dubeji was successful "in

finding him one. Dubeji took down information about

AY

Mark. . Age? 48. Occupation? Free-lance. photographer.

Assets? A house in the suburbs of New York. After Dubej:
wrote down the mformatxon, he dade it very clear to Mark
that it would be impossible to find a virgin from a rich
or well-to-do family. Dubeji’ gave a list of reasons.

First, Mark was a foreigner; second, not a very young

' one; third, he was not a.Hindu. If that was alright with

Mark, he was not to worry. Nobody went without a wife,

when he came to Dubelji. fHe was kno‘wﬁ\fo‘xﬁthat. Mark had

no objection whatsoever.

Dubeji1 , opened his file, and after studying it

-

la1d them out in front of Mark and asked if he desired a

N

meeting with any of then Mark looked at them and

se}.ected' one, which " he handed_ ‘back . It was Durga's’

" photograph — the scoundrel had an eye for beauty. Durga

‘was a young’,ah_d\. a beauytiful woman, but a very unfortunate

one.  She was the youngest of the three daughters of
Shankar Prasad, a junior clerk in the Post Office. She

had once been married to a drunkard. Dubeji t&ld Mark

Co-
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the whole story. - - - ' “

Shankar Prasad had been heavily in debt after the
parriages of his two other daughters, so he had married
Durga to a one-eyed and good-for-nothing fellow called
Kana, who did not demand any dowry. The name “Kana"
itself meant one¥eyed. An attack of smallpox in

‘ ,

ph%ldhood had closed his left eye forever, leaving him
pock-marked and one-eyed. Kana turned out to be a very
~wicked man. He beat burga.‘ And what could you say about
his mother? She was e;en Qorse. Dubeji shook his head
sadly, ‘ashamed .to 1lay bare the whole étoryl Durga had
left her in-law’s house. Whﬁt elsé-could she do? She
was legally éivorced, had no children and was a heavy
burden on her old father.

Mark's heart went out to Durga even before hgvhgd
met Ther. He was very . ,ceen to see her, Re-.told ﬁube}i.
Dubeji»‘sént Kaloo to fetgp Shankar Prasad; who\camé"and @
folded his hands to both of them. He was a frall.man,j;
his shoulders bent more with wékry than age. Dubeji
asked him if he would consider a° whife wm#n for his
son-in-law. Shank;r Prasad looked suspiciously at Mark,
and shook his head, saying, "No dodt?.” '

"Keep quiet, .old fellow. Do not give 1deas to the

white man.". Dubej1 sc¢olded him 1n Hindi. Shankar Prasad
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h

agreed_ to bring his daughter. He was so weary of life,
he no longér cared whep wed his daughter as long as she

did not live under his roof and disgrace his name. A

¢

meeting was arranged in Dubeji's living room. About an
hour l;ter, éhankar Prasad returned with Durga, who was
éaﬁén upstairs. Mark and Durga were left alone to make
what they could of each other.

Mark folded his hands and said, "Namastel" That was

L]

about the only Hindi word he knew. She replied in the
séme mannér and - partly hid her face with one end of her
saree. She smiled shyly. She had long hair which was
loosely plaited, and beautiful black éyes, full of
yelancholy. How could anybody beaé her, Mark ;hought.

He felt an .1mpulse to touch her face and tell her it
1 ' ‘ ‘

‘would be alright. Instead he' began to. tellsher about

himself.  She listened courteously, almost with awe, even _

though she did not understand a word he ‘said.' She

yes or no

sometimes said as a_concession to the

other's ianguage. When he stopped talking and made no
attempt to go'on, she.said 'Thank you.' It was her turn
perhaps. ‘Having exhausted her English vocébularyftshe

broke into Hindi. - { : .

3

She told hi¥, her father was so goor'hé had marraied

»

her to a one-eyed man. -As she said that, -she closed her
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.« ' ' »
left eye and gestured towards it with her hand. Mark
guessed she was talking about her ex-husband. He said

"Yes, Yes" very vigorously. Feeling encouraged; she told
him that her ex-husband wés alﬁays drinking anq beating
.her and her ex-mothe;-in-law, that bitch, may she lose
everything she has, alsoc: beat her. Durga wanted to crush _
her ex-mother-in-law into pulp and break every- bone in
her .ex-husband’'s body. Why, he had tried to sell her for’
one wnight to one of his friends for 50 Rupees. "50
Rupeéél" she said, "that bastardl Is that all I am
worth, 50 Rupees?" |

She sounded distressed. Mark understood the word
Rupees. He\thougﬁt maybe she wanted money. IHe took out
his wallet frgi the hip pocket and offered her American
dollars. She shrank away from the unfamiliar currency.
He then fumbled in his breast pocket and brought out a 10
Rupee note . V \ .

"Yeé, Rupees, 50 quees“, she s§id and géntly pushed
Jhis hand away. She asked him if it was also difficult in
his country to find a spouse. He knew she had asked him
a‘ question, bqt didn't know exactly what, so he began to
tell her about his travels in 'India. Every time he
mentioned ,:Pe name of a vcity,lher eyes lit up. Thosé

beautiful black eyes. If he married her, they would have

4
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N
A#"
. Dubeji knocked and asked if they needed any sherbet

children with those eyes.

. : » - '
or anything. Mark sensed that the meeting was over. He

followed Dubeji down .the stairs and into his office,

where/iti:iiifprasad sat tense and motionless.
. - "Pled%e tell Durga's father, that - I will take’Durga

(-;s by wife," ’said Mark. Dubeji was delighted. He
patted Shankar Présad on the back and said,” "Kaam ho
gaya." The work was done. Shankar Prasad looked

nervously at Mark, then at Dubeji and said,
"No dowry, DUbQQ{L No dowry."™

e
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Inder . ' e

Inder sat on a string cot in the courtyard of his

house, .reading the hewspaper. The éourtyard\was littered
with string cots. It was still summer, so at night Ihder
and his family slept outside. All of the cots were empty
except for one on which his ‘seventeen—year—ola sen,
Mickey, lay. éléeping._. Beneath 1Inder's cot lay Pondy,

their dog. She had recently given birth to four puppies

- and needed a lot &8f rest. But his son, why did he need

so much rest? No seventeen-year-old needed so much.
Inde? looked from the newspaper to his bréaﬁ{as; lying on
the cane table in front of him: toast, ;n egg which
resembled an omelette, and  a cup of peaL Everj day it
was toast and some kind of egqg or left-over vegetables.

« o o
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~In his own house he could not ask for parathas. Parathas

needed a lot of ghee and that was expénsive. Only in his
mother's house wa; ‘he able to eat Ea;athas every day.
Sometimes they were stuffed with spiced potatoes Snd
sometimes with shredded, radish. He sighed. Life had
changed , so much. It was only burdened with troubles
now. Inder had§<?o support his wife and three growing
children. The childréﬁ’é tuitiondhad to 5e paid. ﬁbt-
only gh;t, they needed ciothes too. 1t was surprising
how mahy clothes children seemed to wWant. Every month
theyv wanted new outf;ts. Thé servant had to be paid.'

How expensive  everything was. Ghee alone was #fourteen

Rupees a ‘kilo. What was he but a mere clerk, a Lower

Divisibn clerk in'a Government office, drawing 750 Rupees

a month, plus the 125 Rupees he got in rent money from

his tenants. The upstairs portion of the house was

rented out to a Bengali couple, Mr. and Mrs. Bdnerji, who -

had two young daughtefs. Seema, Inder's eldest daughter

was nearly nineteen }ears old. . She too had to be

provided for. Where would he " get the money for her

dowry? 'He would qugi;\have to take a loan, but first he -

’

had to find a husband, or her. His parengﬁ had mentioqed N

N -
a proposal some time baSkc This reminded him that’ their
visit' was due any daylno;><‘The memory of their eagizz:\”

vigits made Inder very tense.\kThere was soO much worry in
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a man's life in this world and the.foolish servant had

burned the toast. 'Chotu!" Inder cried for the servant.

Lo

‘Chotu was a dark sklupy boy of about fourteen, but he

looked very Iinnocent -- more like a child of eleven.

" Chotu .appeated from the kitchen,' and’ stood near Inder -

.

without saying a word. 1, .

"q "Bring me .another toast. This one 'is all burnt."
Inder picked up the toast and .shbwed him both side.
Chotu went back to the kitchen and passed on tﬁe request
for anéthe: toas£ to Lalita, Inder's wife.

Lalita was g}ways”in a ?ad mood in the morning. She
had not bathed and her hair was uncombed. Her face
looked oily and swollen. She i;::? there in the crumpled
cotton saree ghe"had slept in, packing lunches for her
husbaqd; their soﬁ, Mické&, and their youngest daughter,
Meénu. Seema, their eldest dagghte; was - away for a
month, visiting Lalita's sisfer in Lucknow. 4

“Today‘ you burned the toast, tomorrow you wiii burn

the house. Bread does not .come for free in the bazaars.

I will ‘make you eat that toast, only then you will learn

'a lesson. Here, take this for hi ",‘She said, slapping 2

slice of bread on Chotu's hand. Asking Lalita for any
favour in the morning was like inviting a bull, sayiqqf

"Come bull, hit me."

R -
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t

Inder did not wish Chotu to be shouted at,
{

especially on his account, but for the sake of a servant -

4

you could not argue with your own wife. And it was not-
as if.the piece of bread she sent was any better than the
previous one. This one was not toasted at all. Inder
lost all interest in his breakfast. His attention was
diverted by the sound of a door.opening upstgiré.

Mrs. Baﬁe;ji stpod on the landing-- watching her
daughters descend the stairs. Banerji's daughters were’
~dark like their mother. Thank God his own Seema was
fair-comp}exioned. It would not be very difficult to
find_ a boy for her. Thke-Banerji girls and Meenu went to
the same school. They all waited at the cdommon main %Por
for the rickshaw puller, who was hired on a monthly basis
to take the girls to and frém school. The girls looked
s0 neat in their st;rched uniforﬁs. Inder thought of his
son, still sleeping. Not a worry about college.

"Lal{ta, O Lalita," Inder called for his wffe.

"What is it? Why are yod shouting in the morning?"

“why is your beloved son still sleeping?"

"Why don't you ask him? °‘Isn't he your son too?" she
cried from the kitcﬁen.‘

Was that aﬁy way for a wife to speak to her:husbang,

answering his queétion with more questions? No respect

e
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at all. He was not as stern with his wife as a husband
should \be. Neither was he as stern with his children as

a father should be. He 1looked distastefully at theﬁ
|
sleeping figure of his son, who had covered his face with

a sheet because the light and flies had been bothering

him. : K
. .

Inder felt very irritated by his son. When Mickey

-t

was . home he just wanted to be waited upon by his mother:
and Chotu, the servant, If he was not sieéping, he was
looking into the air dreamily. He had such loafer

friends -- all of them hanging around cinema houses in

the 'evening. Already Inder had heard s%veral complaints

that his son and other loafer boys stood at the S5adar

°
Bazaar Crossing and teased young girls. These boys had

made it difficult for sisters and daughters of the town
to " do shopping. Many times Inder had noticed that his
son Lgiso made eyes at Béperji's eldest daughter. If hi;
bad habits were no£ checked, he would certainly disgrace

v
the family's name.

P

“Meenu, wake up 'your "brather,“ Inder told his
daughter,

"Mickey, brother,",‘Meenu said shaking hqf brother's
shoulder;t -

"Leave me alone,"” Mickey shouted in a cracked vbice.

P .
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"Wake .up, Mickey, brother. Daddy is saying wake

e

"You will get a glap from me, if you'touch.me
again." * ' S - S

“Daﬁdyh" Meenu' pretended to cry. |

‘Lalita came and stood at the kitchen door and said
to .Inder, “All yod know how to do is start a fight in the ;4
house. If you have finished your breakfast, why don't:

[ 4
the officel Was it the wife's place to

you leaV’j for the office?"
tell ther husband tq leave‘for the office? ’Ié was only
eight o'elock and thqvhofflce didn't open till ten. He
Looked up - to see whether Mrs. Banerji had heard his wife
sheut at him.

"She—ass of. somewhere, ;zke me up just like tﬁat!"
Mickey was still annoyed ‘at his sister. The rickshaw
puller came, ringing the be}l of his rickshaw, anq the
girls ieft for s;hool. Mickey tfiqd to. go back to sleep. '

"Postman!" the postman announced himself. I;der got..
up to get' the mail. There was only one letter ——‘q
postcard from his father. Why d1d hls fathér write on a

postcard?' An inland letter cost only 10 paise more than

a postcard. To write a personal letter for the whole

"world . to read. He sat down and read the ietter written
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in a shaky handwriting. "“Dear

) respected mother and I will
”{i " Nanta Express. ézw is dear
! about daughter Seema must be
Mickey? i
his family are well. Dear

-

malaria”.
signed “Rour father".
\r

This was a hew worry

Give  our love to sweet daughter Meenu.

'for
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-

son Inder", it read, "your
be arriving‘on Tuesday by

Lalita? Important matiters

-

discussed} * How 'is son

Om and
ug’ n

Geeta 1is-

The postcard then ran out of space and it was

L3

Inder. Not a moment™s

=]
peace would he get now.’ He must however break the news

to his wife.

- Taking advantage of her

.

husband's

4

"Lalital" Inder spoke, almost guilgély.

.

subdued volume, she

s raised hers even more; "What, is. it? Why are yo? shouting

[

"Chotul" Mickéy yelied,

d back." Chotu ~left

«

"A letter has come" .y

]

"To the

Chotu's hand.

L " "From where?" Lalita asked suspiciodsly.

To £his she had no reply to give. Inder wondered

e«
.

» ”Mééher and Father. are coming tomorrow."

my name, Lalita‘Lalita, all the t'ime?"

"Chotu cpme"and s€ratch my

washing tHe pans in the kitchen and
came running from the kitchen. "He lifted Mickey's\kurta

and started scratching his back, leisurely.

left, you owl," Mickey's(;voice guided

¥ .

-suffer'ing from

~

/

&
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what her silence meant -- whetlier she had accepted or

n e

wEether it was a silence of obséinacy and defiance.

. 1

lita went back to doing whatever she had been doing 1n

L

the Kkitchen. This co;fi}med h£§ susﬁicfbn that 1t was
the silence of defiance" Inder felt very irritated'by
his wife's attitude. It was a man's duty to make his

wife respezt and serve her in-laws. "They are my mother

and father," said Inder importantly. Lalita pull€d a

', contemptuous face, which made 1t clear what sort of

. '

importance she attached to his mother and father.
"No, there, a little ‘to the ‘right,"” said Mickéy.
Inder shot another glancé\ of aistaste at his son,

\

who so shamelessly had ~his back scratched. ‘Who ever

‘heard of a seventeen year old.having,his Back scratched?

>

& -

folded the newspaper, picked up his tiffin, whiech he tied

N\

IS

Next he will have his leJs pressed. The fool! Inder.

" carefully on the carrier of his bicycle, and left the

house. Only Pondy, their dog,’'came to the door to see

him off. . “
/ . .

’

ko k *

Next day Inder went alone to the train statich to

fetch his‘qpafents. He paced tﬂe railway platform. The

" train was half an hour late. He looked around him. Some

people, 1like him, were walting for the Janta Express.
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Some were sitting on the benéhes“ others on their bedding

b

and luggage. Little servant boys from the sweetmeat

stalls called out their wares, "Coffee, Coffee, Tea! Teal!
Tea," each trying to outshout the others. They were all

}rylng to. lure weary travelers and other people to their
\ . ‘

. N ’ '
stalls. One boy came up to Inder and asked, "Hot samcsa,

sahib, Campa Cola?" Inder was tempted to eat samosa with

chutney butt when he ™ saw the flﬁ?s hovgﬁgng‘groundlthe
stalis he decided aéaiést it. He Jjust lked auay,érom
the boy./“Coolx76'in‘re2:sh1zts and dirty whlte pants sat’
1ndolently, gqoking edies and chattihg wifh each
other. It was a very long half an hour.: '

The train .flnally arrived, and even before 1t had

stopped completely . the same' servant boys ran along thec

train, offering .tea, coffee, Campa Cola and unnamed
~ j . '

" orange drinks to the passengers. Coolies suddenly became

active, running, offering to carry luggage, and showing

sheir badges to 'suspicious travellers. Inder too ran

along the train,’ looking for his pafents. It was very
difficult to find  anyone 1n that rush. He peeped into

all the compartments and 1n one ©of them, he saw his
L] \1'

father. His fdther stood there helpléssly, making no

L
.

attenmpt to piék his luggage. “Father!" Inder cried. His )

mother saw 1Inder first. She looked surprised and cried

T ’ .o 9

. /H ,
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3

b ) o

; B
excitedly, ."There 1is Inder -- Inder -- son Inder!"

s % L v 1 « .
‘ Inder fmuscled ‘his way 1nto the train, éggktlng‘the

descending passengers.  Some of them seemed very angry.

They +used ‘bad | words and qued_thexr.elbows into Inder's

_ chest. He 1n turh stamped on people's feet and used some

"

ﬁad la?guage hinselfll He managed to squeeze through and
‘rgach. the compartnént. He'plckéd up their baskets and
; steel trunk éhﬁch had ver; Qharp corne?éf His mother
garrled several cioth bundles. ' . He helped his mother
olimb down. | “

v

Inder's mother was a very short mean, too short to

) R ¢

. mixture of. Black ‘and grey, which she o1led llberaliy.

She’ wore .a beige nylod saree with pale blue flowers on

1t. " The saree hung six inches from the ground. She was

- afraid . that the ground would make ‘the .hem of her ;qﬁée

i

dirty. It was the same saree her nephew'fron New Jersey
had sent her. . Whenever and wherever she travelled,: she

’ . ) o I
wore it. Many times, Indetr had thought' of suggesting.to

»

her ] that 1t did ‘not look nice. The neighbours who

* pfrobably saw her,weatlng that saree mjght think she only

hpd .that ‘'one, which was not the case. It d}d not reflect

well or him, ag for that matter .on his brother, Om.

L

"1 touch your feet, mother,

.o,

Inder said bending 'down

o

Y

~

. be’ anybody's mother, really. Her hair was an untidy
. 1 4

v
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to  his mother's feet. She hitched up her saree .even
higher to show cheap ﬂhastxc slippers.
“God bless you, my son,"” she said, hugging him.

"I ‘touch your feet, father.” Inder turned towards

.his father's feet. . ' .

"The 3ourney 'Gas' very uncomfortable,” said "his
father, as 1f all éhe fault was Indgr's.

Inder's: father was a rathsz ial} pan. They made an
odd couple, his father and mother . But when they got
married, boys and girls often .did not see each otﬁer
before marriage. 'It was only on the first n1gh§ after

5

marriage that a boy could see his bride, and then hé had
no choice but " to cherish h;f for the r;st.of his ixfe.
Inder's - father was almost bald now, except for some white
ﬁa1r that ‘stxll llngefed obstinately on the §1des of his
temples and ‘the 4Jback of his Thead. Hfs father wgre a
khaki  Safar: .hat and khak1 knlckérs which he had
preserved from the‘ days of the British Ra) (of which he
had' been an obedient servant). He had also Q:zif1ted
from them a superidr attitﬁdévéoﬁards the iowg; classes

~

of people.

. f ' N

“Lalita did not come?”. Indéf‘é mother enquired,

-

noting the rude absence of her daughteg;inflaw.

"And that man was smoking like an engine, all the
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way; throwing rings of smoke into my mouth," his father
continued to complain. | 4

f;Nq, mqtﬁgr; Lalita and the children are waiting at
ho&e," Iﬁder said. | .

“Ill-bred village lads! I don't know where they

'"come from. Who allows them to travel in }tains?"

A

" about the menial classes.

"Coolie!" ~ Inder called out to one of the available
coolies. - "Please .carry . this luggage." The coolie put
the trunk on his head. .He balanced it with 'his left

hgqé)' In his right hand he catried the baskets and tﬁe
bundles. '

2 ?Bgt yod paVe not asked how muchl money ﬁe will
chirge?" reproached -his father. Inder's father banged
his walkiné stigk on the railway platform, a sign for the
coglie to put dq;; the luggage.

"We will pay him what he asks,” Inder 5aid angrily.

"We will pay him what he asks," mimicked his father.

“If he ‘asksj for 100 Rupees, will we give him 100
Rupeés?f demanded his father. ‘

“Gé, gé -- }ou'go'éhegd.s.Ihder,tola the coolie, He
did n;t wish the coolie to hear his father§s memark§
' A '
“Please, faiher, you just follow me."

- They: came out of the station, lbqking for'd tonga,

\
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?

because all the luggage and three people could not fit in
a rickshaw.

-While they were waiting for a tonga to show up, a

beggar woman holding a small child came. and stood.there, .

her hand extended. The state of beggars in this country!

Inder wished the Government: would provide for them

somehow. . They should not be allowed to roam so freely,

looking boldly into peoples’' eyes, defying .rather than
"

begging. The woman was young and her dark skin shone

wi;h perspiration. She wore no blouse and her torn

saree, dféﬁfd unskillfully, left little to the

imagination. Her hair was matted with dirt and strands

of dirty unwashed hair 'fell on her face. Her son was '

naked, not a thread on his body.
' . I N
"O Babuji,” give. me four annas, ten paise, anything

Babuji." . ‘ . .' L.

I

“It was , so hot in the compartment,"” said Inder's

father.

.

"Your father felt quite sick at the Agra station.
/

The tea there was very bad. I think, they used sour

milk,". complained Inder's mother .
"It is only a question of ten paise, Babuji. You
give me ten paise, God will give you ten lakh.”

» I -

‘“Even the biscuitas were .quite “bad,” added his
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father.

“Look = Sahib, look, .- look at my child. He has not

eaten for ;hree days, " the beggar woman said, tapping her‘

son‘'s stomach.
”Log}¢, elsewhere, Maee, " Ipder told ‘her
indifferently.
"O Babuji, O Sahib." s
"Get out from here, the scum of societyl”" Inder's
father suddenly became very angry.
’ \

Inder quickly found a four-anna coin and handed it

to the woman. - She kissed the coin, blessed Inder, made a

u~2§ace at Inder's father and prdceeded on to tell the same

began to protest. . o ~

story to sémebody else. Inder hailedrna tonga and settled

the luggadge. He paid the coolie one Rupee. Inder's

Kl

father was tothlly confused.  He didn't know what to say.,
whether to first scold his son for giving ur’ annas to
the beggar woman, for paying .the coolie so generously, or

for hiring a tonga without bargaining. Inder's father

-
-
o

"It is all right, father. You'ait inside."

"Théy loot the public. They are all thieves, these

. Vo
beggars, these coolies and this tonga driver.".

. '

' “Shh," Inder told his father to keep quiet.
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j ‘Afté: they had arrived home and the whole family had
f greeted eaéﬁ other, Inder's father settled himself on a
string cot. |

' "Is anybody going to offer us tea?" he asked. He
looked: around restléssly,-as if waiting for something to
happen. Chotu came from the kitchen, saluted them and
went back to make tea.

. "What, a new servant boy? What happened to the
other' servant? Did he steal anyéhing? What did he do?"
'I6der's father became interested now.

"No, father," Inder said impatiently. Why did his

fathe{}think all servants were thieves and.cutathroats?’
"fThey know how to put a knife in you." |

"But. father he is only foi%ifen yeazg old."

"They. lie about their age. ' Did. you eriquire where he
came from? who his parents'are? He is all alqne in the
kit;hen; Who knows whét ﬁe may put in tﬁe tea?"”

"Father, why don't you relax? You've had a long
journey," said Inder, suppressing his anger.
| \Inder's mother went and pinched her husband's arm;
he Had bequn to irritate her also.  For the rest of the
evening, Inder's father \sat guietly, only occasionally
complaining about the train travel and the qualiéy of tea

at. the Agra station. Chotu served the tea. Inder's
i

b

[ . B R T e
Y ” e B
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father was going to protest, that the tea hdrdly'haa any
milk in it, but one look from his wife and he silently
began to drink. | |
Indér;s mother opened a box of sweetmeats and
offered it to the children. .

“"Eat, children, eat, ft‘s all for you. Inder you
‘also eat. Lalita, daughter-in-law, you also eat."

Inder picked up ‘Fﬁo sweetmeats and gave them to’
‘Chotu.

"Two Bweetmeats to ; servant? No, my son, no. You
should be careful; You will spoil his habits. The; he -
will not eat hi; bread, he will always ask for
sweetmeats,” said his mother. Inder iénored her. They
all sat in the . courtyard and hadwﬁheir‘te;: Chotu had his
in the kitchen.:

Inder's ’parents settled down in their son's hause.
_QQfThey usuaily stayed for .a few Jmonths; unlesé the§
'quarrelled‘ and left eaxli;f to 96 back to- Om and his

housge. '

Inder's father shared a roor with Mickey, who was in
a very bad mood about it. Indetus mother shared the

r'4

room with the girls. At night two extra cots were'put
3

for them in the courtyard. Rondy was chained to oﬁe end '
L]

" of the courtyard. Inder's parents did not care for dogs
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and especially disliked Pondy. As long as they stayed, ~
Pondy was chained most of the time and she did not like
that. She made her dislike quite clear by barking at
Inder's parénts regularly.

. on the first Sunday after’ their arrival, Inder's
parents wanted to discuss Seema, Inder's. daughter. His
father told him about a proposaI for her. Inder's mother’

interrupted herny husband all the time, correcting his ’

A 4

fac;s and addind some of her own: It was a Sunday‘
morning, and talking fo them, Inder felt, was not a very
good way of spending it. Bué he could not tell them
this, especially in frdqt of his wife. She would lose
whatever respect she had for them: So, Inder sat with
Fhem, listening,' nodding his head and asking questions
abOut‘the boy and ﬁis famiLy.

Lalita: heard all the‘:;nversation from the kitchen.
ﬂater she camé éé& joined ‘them. She sat'at a distancg on
another cot. Whatever she had Heard about the boy, she
did not like. . Since the boy was related to her
sister-in-law, Kanta, Om's wife, that was all the mgore
reason ﬂot even to consider the proposal. ‘She flatly
told them she had somebody in mind -- her eldest sister's
nephew, who wés a Gazet;ed officef in the Ban%/' Only a

Gazetted officer would she‘considef for her daughter.

¢
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"Are we Qead already, that you make a mgtch for
Seema without consulting us? 3A%ed Inder’s mothér.

“and what about you?" reioited Lalita, "discussing -
eyerything with your -son. Not‘?nce did you sg}, come
daughter—ipulaw, you also sit with us." -

“You wére in the kitchen," Inder's mother‘defendgd
‘herself.

"You are vefy clever, you only talk when I am in the
kitchen," said Lalita sharply.- |

? ‘”Look, }ook, how her ‘tongue moves! There is no
respect for us There. We were better ofé in son Om's
house, " said Inder's mother.
That was another matter Lalita wanted to settle‘with
her. Always she was hearing about son Om and his house.
"What about Kanﬁa_51stef-in~law?" : . :

Inder's mother felt very unp§%y~to bé cornered likeA
that. ' “Yes, what asout her?" she lamely defended her
,other daughter-in-law. ¢ ‘

“There is nothing ﬁidden from me. She even measures
he sugar she gives you in tea. She will not let you
rink more than Ehree cups of tea in'a day. . Here, I

never put a lock on anythiné. -Sugar Qnd ghee are ;lwa§s~"

lying.unlocked in the kitchen,” saiq:Lalita, prou&ly.

“All our relatives told us, don't marry a éirl from
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Delhi. Gifls "from big cities havé 66 respect for their
elders, ‘They can go  and sell their = in-laws in the
market, in no time. - But our luck was_Bad that we did mot
listen to such an advfce. There was nothing to be got
from lsuch a quarter, only trouble and worry. My poor
son! 'How much he has to béar with a wife like you,"”

.

complained Inder's mother.

"And what aboyt me? ' ' What about my luck, that

biOught me to this house?" asked Lalita. ’ 8
Inder had never felt any great love for her at~ény

time of his life, but to hear such a thing from the mouth

of his own wife, was shqcking. His mother had always

made him feel that he hgd done hﬁf wife a great honour by

: marrying‘ her. He had no idea that his wife.did not think

likewise. Even if she felt that way, she had never said

> N

it in so many words before.
| "What gbod_ offers of marriaée I had received. chﬁ
rich families too. How fair I used to be! Only on milk
and frﬁits + I lived. Coming herehhas ruined b§ health,"
said Lalita.
“Milk and fruits!" cried .  Indér's mother
ﬁnbeliévingly. "Huh. In your fatﬁer's house rive;s of

‘ -

mflk used to flow and there were orchards of apples and
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b
‘mangoes too?" asked Inder's mother.

Inder did not interfere, though he wondered why he
allowed these two women to go on as they did. He should

put his foot down; after all, he was the master Jf his

household, not these women. '

His fatherr on the § other hand was extremely
. ' . 2
interested. . - Once he took Lalita's side and was

immediately told by his wife to Eeep'his toothless mouth
" . [}

shut. kvrThat'was not. altogether fair. Inder's father did

©

have a few teeth lef . Inder's father corrected himself

"What bad Eimes have come that

outh quiet for the rest- of tﬁiimorning. '
| : (;;
1 ‘ . l ’

Ehk C™

that he kept his

™
Ever Asihce jhis parents haé‘arrived, Inder dreaded
coming home. Tﬁgnélwas tension in his house. His wife
‘was aLQ&Qé,‘silént "and ‘when Inder was anywhere wgthin
{héariné, she ,Sighéd ﬁnhappily, as if she was carrying a
:hgavy burden on- her shbulders. ‘Why shéuld. she be

'dnhappx?' Sh? had no. reason to bg.uhhappy. if anybody’
baa‘ a ' reason, it was him. °~ He had 30 many worries é; his

'mind, and the people of his hopsé made no attempt to fivé'

happily with each other.
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N
His mother was always complciifng of being
H Y,
neglected. As a result, she sang glkories about son. Om

and his house. This was a great’source of irritation for

Inder.

Inder knew very well that his brother was a very

v

strict man. His parents could hardly speak, let alone
complain or voice opinions in front of him or his wife.

Inder also felt great hostility towards his father.
8 f
A father should be a person to whom you can look for

advice . and support, But ,Inder's father, it seemed, had

only three interests. ‘ v

A g

F&rst, .was the newspaper: Nobody could read thew
. newspaper till he had read it from column to column; he
liked to read it alogd, especially bad news. Every day
Inder 1learned that a policemab had??éped a woman while
N 'ébe was in police custody, or a domestic servant had
stabbed an old couple énd stolen all their money and
jewelry, or famine had killed 300 people in Bihar, or
* floods had left thousands homeleéss in Assam.
‘His father's second obsession was servants, Chotu 4in
particular. ,He' felt that the servant boy had been
. _ planted "in their house to cahseimisery. ' He could not

bear +to ‘'see Chotu: sitting idle, even for a moment. In

»

Chotu's 1idle moments, Indeft's father's legs ache¥® and

- "
"~

'
. .
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needed to be pressed or his head felt scratchy and needed

to be massaéed with almond orl. ‘ .

I ’
,The third obsession was Mickey. “Inder's father

could not get along with Mickey. He objected to dll the

» 'posters of young'actresses and “starlets in .his room. The
. . / '

£
.

posters were obscene and caused dirty though&s.,in young
minds, he said/. Jnder's fa}her was also ‘after Mlickey ,to
cut his long hair, which made him look like a hippy., he.

. ' ) ' | . - 4

saié’.. ¢ “Look, Hippy has come!l” inder's father often- ,

remarked when mlckey came back from somewhere. A remark

.
@ e -

like this made Mlckey very angry - - ' 4 q

Mlckeyv, on the other.hand, cogplained that sharing a
‘ I 2 . oo.

o wgaa .

room with _ his gra’nd"father was highly inconvenient. His
“ 3 N Lo . A - . '

'grandfatﬁ‘er‘ suffered' from  a bad 'stomach and belched \
© . - ’ . | S—

lowdly.  '"If .he has hardly any teeth left, why does he
N :

\ ]
crave for ric’:h. foods. He wants curry witl® lots of spices
apd sweetmeats' obzing with ghee, which he ¢an't digest at.

“his age," Mickey often remarked, disgustedly.

Ll Inder s _ father ,had another | annoying habit. He »
- B \ ;
talked to people u:«}‘ecessa;i_ly. He would stop Mr.s’
N * . : .

Béne'rji, wh6 wou},d be on his-way up, and discuss witl{him '

3

~ '

‘the decllne . of \morals in young girls and boys as well as - -

° the lePgtgx of their hair: ) . \
KN % -

7
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B ¢ *

"What an upside-down age has come! Girls wear short '

hair and boys wear long hair,"” he remarked, which

invariably brought his attention to the length of his own

grandson's ha;r. . When M#s. Banerji came down to buy f

vegetables ‘from the vendor, Inder's father discussed the

problems ,f servants with hera He commented upon the
unaéailabliity of good servants and the bad qualltxés of

. i < )
the available ones. . .,

< -

Evenﬂ)Poﬁaf, their dog, was not happy. When Inder's

. mother had first seen the puppies, she had remarked, "I

1

wonder 'in which street and with whoh she has blackened

B

her fagel”. Pondy could always Dbe heard ba;king

}unﬁappily in the background. »
Inder found joy only in the company of his. daughter, -
;Meenu. She was still young and innocent. In the

feveqings when Inder lay in the courtyard, she pressed his

head and brought sherbet for him. Why did people ‘long

o ) .
for sons, he wondered. He felt 'sad at what his own

«-object o{ longing had turned into. But daughters! How

-

considerate 'they were. It would be nice he thought, if

the customsl couldt be reversed. - When the daughter got
married, you didn' t havg}}o send her away)CDOn the other

hand when the son got marrled,;you would send him to your

a

‘gaughter—in-law's house and see hin only on festivals and

weddings.

1

' * k' %
. r - .
e _ ‘ * ,
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~ One afternoon, about'‘a week after their artival, ‘

Inder's father -came out of Mickey's room to speak to his’
wife. ge looked worried.

."Inder's mother! Have you seen the ten Rupees I
kept 1in my shirt pocket? ‘cannot find them." Inder's -

mother was on the yerand tellipng beads and had every

.
.

right to- feel disturbed.

i

| "Are you going to the market 1in this heat, "that you

look ' for ten Rupees? You have become very forgetful.

1

You never remember ‘anything. The older he gets, the more

L o
¢ o

headaches he gives me, " she answered.

-

w'But I could have sworn 1t was in my pocket." :

o7 “"Check in the trunk. Maybe you put them there."

I

"They are not there. Where can they have gone?"

He stood there, flapping ﬁis slippers on the verénda
for some time. Sudﬁenly a thought struck Inder's father
and eqérything became very clear to him.

"éhotul" he thundered in his old voice. ‘Chotu was
washing dishes in the kitchen and singing-songs to his

-«

own grandmother. He sang: "Nice granny, sweet granny,

n

the peacocks have taken your peahen away..."

Rl

"Chotui" Inder's father yelled again. Since the
tap was running and dishes made a lot of clatter, he

- /
could not hear\lgder's father. Sy ¢¢/,

- He continued to sing: "Be a nice granny, be.a syeet -
~7

- $ A ] ) ) \\
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granny or the black thief will take you away, please

thief, please thief, don't take my granny away.

Inder's father felt 1nsultéd that the servant did
not come when called for and 1instead bellowed songs;
This confirmed his suspicion that Chotu was the culprit.
A ‘happy “servant was ‘not to be trusted. Inder's father.
went to Mickey's room to géi his walking stick and went "
to the kitchen. AHé came out brlﬂglng Chotu by his ear .

"Son of a pig, thlef; where are my éen Rupees?*:

"Listen to me, sahib," Chotu pleaded. )

"Are you my uncle that I sﬁould listen to you? Say

“
you stole them.';Say ietd"

"Leave me, sahib. I didn't sle any ten Rupees."

Inder's father hit the servant on the back and legs
wi;h his stick. Chotu screamed for hélp. The cries woke
up Lalita, who was. having her afternoon nap. She camé(’
out of the room 1looking quite annoyed. -How dare %er_
father-ih-law hit the servant without asking‘her.
‘ "What is going 6n here?" she asked.

"This thief, this son of. a snake, he stfle ten
Rupees from my pocket."

"Did you?V‘Lalita asked'Chotu. -

"I did not, Memsahib," replied Chotu, tears rolling

down hWis qheeks. -

. | -
' %
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Inder's father now began to.quarrel wlthnLalita for
taking the ;ervant's side. Chotu’wept and hls-fomplaints
o lapsed into 1ncoherence. When Inder came from the
office, he found Chotu crying, his fatSer and Lalita
. ‘ quarrelling and h1si-mother,, whd. had made a mouth,
telling beads vigorously.
. "Mother, wﬁat 1s going on here?" Inder asked.

Inder's mother sﬁrugged her shoulders ' ill-
humoredly, but 1Inder's father was more éhan eager to
r?peaé Xhe story, along with the abuses.

“What proof .do you have that he stole your money?"

Inder a;ked. ) v |
y Inder's father was aghast that his own son had askeéd
him for proof. He loocked at his wife for support. She
f%it it was her duty to side with her husband.
"You insult vyour father =-- you insult me. Not one
- more minute will we stay in this house! You give *
priority to your éervant whose worth is two S%ise and we
your parents have no value for you. We vill go back‘to
son Om," said hes motﬁtf.'
"Then go -- go \this minute. Don't bother to come -
3 \Jq

back. Think Inder 1is dead for you," shouted Inder.
J/ Inder had ‘never, really shouted at anyone in his family.

& Now that he had started he rather felt like shoutiﬁg some
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nore:

"For férty Rupees a month, you want a slave, that's
want you want. Have you ever given him four annas as a
token of thanks? .Did you Know he is an orphan? Better
to be an orphan thdn have parents like youi" continued

Inder.

"Mickey's father!" Even Lalita thought e was going

»
'

too far and for the sake of a servant?
"You too hold your tongue, woman. Night .and day she
"eats my head, not one minute's peace will she give me."

Inder haq not _séolded Lalita, even in private, let
alone ghamed her like this in front of‘;ér in-laws. She
just stared stupidly at her husband, but Inder's mother's
_mood fmproved considerably: = She turned against her own
husband, "Forgive him, éon, forgi;e him. He ﬁas turned
sixty and his brain does not function any mqfe. He does-
‘3uch things vin son- Om's ﬁouse also. 1 know Chotb is a
good boy." -

Mickey, who had also woken up from his nap, came out
and said very maﬁter-of—f;ctly, “"Grandfather, I found ten
'Rupees lving on the} floor. I didn't know they were
yours." :

6

Inder's anger was now vented on his son. "They were

lying. on the ‘floor and you - thought they were yours?
- ’ ] -
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Yes? Answer mel There are stones iying on the.-floor,
there is dirt. Also Pondy's puppies are lying on the

floor. Will you put them infyour poc&ét?"

Mickey thought sométhing ‘must be wrong with his
father, getting upset over a stupid mistake. "What's the
matter with himf“ ﬁickey asked his mother, pointing at
his father quite insolently.

JYou will know what is the matter with me when I

pull your thirty-two out from your jaws and put them in

your hand. Get out .of my sight before I do something to

S

you, " said Inder)g clenching his fists. i
“And “let .it be <clear to you all, this is my-
household, not a fish market,"” said Inder and put his

arms around Chotu, who had begun to cry again.
J
o4 .
"You are right, son Inder," said Inder's mother,

"You are the master of this house and it is everybody's

®

duty to obey you and serve you. Is it not,
daughter-in-law Lalita?"

Lalita ignored the remark.

"As long as this boy is in my house, no one will lay

a finger on him," warsgd Inder. To Chotu he said, "Go
. ’ 7

son, go to the kitchen and do your work."

Inder's wife,+ his father and Mickey crept back to

their rooms. His mother. closed her eyes and resumed

. A
telling beads. - . Ff\) .
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Pundit .Devsi Mahapatra was a roadside astrologer.

He was 1in his early forties and shoft—statured. His
complexion was ext:emély Qark and his -eyes were unusually
small. He always wore a'white loincloth, a white shirt
anﬁ a white turban. The whiteness of his clothes stoéd
out sharply aéainst his dark skin. Personally he would
have preferred to wear saffron-colored clothes; but he

knew eople no longer trusted gr respected saffron. You
P . %5

could not blame them,- Many quack fakirs and fake sadhus

who had donned. saffron robes had cheated the poor people. '

'White. in that respect, was safe. It was pure and
colorless.

Devsi Mahapatra was known as Punditji to the people

jof the small - town of Ambala, which ishabout two hundred”

kilometers noﬂth of Delhi. “

86 . S
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Punditji conducted his business under a pipal tree on the
side of the railway road. The pipal tree was about a
hundred yards away from ah-M.P.'s huge bungalow, opposite
the Rotary Hall. The. road was busy*most of the time

¢

because 1t connected the town to the railwdy station.

-

cars, scoofers and rickshaws could be seen passing along

the road all\day. Every morning Punditji arrivedﬂ spread

out his straw mat and displayed his professional

équipment. The equipment consisted of a small tin board

with a palm painted on it, showing all the prominent

lines. At the bottom of the board Punditji's name was
painted. This board was hung on the bark of the tree
every morning. A square piece of cloth with strange

hystic charts drawn on it, a red notebook, a cheap
magnifying glass, a green parrot in a cage snd hundreds
of fortune-telling cards were placed on the mat.

Punditiji - had‘ in the past #Bved from road to road,
changing sites, looking for better prospects. ° But’ for a
year and /a\ half now he had Seen settled under the pipal
éree. No sooner had Punditji established his business

than a . tea stall sprung upoclbse to him. The owner of

the tea stall was Sunder Lal. He was an elderly man, and

very friendly. Both Sunder Lal and Punditji benefited
from each other's business. People who came to’ see
v o (',/
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Punditji often had a cup of tea after their session with
him. And the people who had stopped for a cup of tea
often consulted Punditji, sometimes out of curiosity and

sometimes out of sheer - boredom. ‘The ones who really

needed Punditji's services, however, sought him out,

~coming from all over the town.

Sunder Lal had great régard for Punditji. Every day

at eleven o'clock in the morning, he gave Punditji a cup

of tea with extra milk and sugar in it. He did not take
) : ‘ . -
any money in return. He was a God-~fearing Hindu and

could not accept money from a Brahmin. You were supposed

v

to give to a Brahmin, God forbid, not take ffom him.

—éunditji, en  the other hand aas no beggar ‘who took alms

from people. True he did not pay any money for his tea,
but hé kept Sunder Lal informed,on the Rosition of his
planets. It was a fair exchange.‘

. When Sunder Lal's shop began to ‘thrive, a fruit

vendor brought his moving cart under the pipal tree. He

-

- , -
was so unfriendly nobody even knew his name. His-

business, did not go well. The sort of people that cdme
to Punditji could not afford to buy'fruit.

Oon the Otﬂer side, of Pundifji, a szller of cheap
cloth spread out his mat, and he made the most noise of

all. ,All day hé//g;;pted to people passing by in

—r

»

S,

Y
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rickshaws: "Come sister, come didi, please brother —-

S

_This wag quite annoying to Punditji, whose work

needed extreme concentration, But Birjg, the cloth
44

seller, was a young boy, and very respectful* to Punditji.

Y

Sometimes he gave Punditj@ half a yard of cloth as a gift

for his wife, who could make a blouse out of‘it, or a

. . & : C

left-over piece of material to make shorts for Punditji's
7

youngest son. Besides, Birju was very fond of Mithu,

Punditji's parrot. @ He fed the -par?6€\ fresh green .

.chillies which sharpened the bird's wits.

The _parrot, which -hé had purchased for five‘Rupees,
- \ a . s -

was, according to Punditji, endowed with mystic powers.

Mithu's wings had been clipged and he talked a lot. . His

vocabulary, though, was limited. Like Birju, he too
~

cried: "Come sister, come didi, please brother --

uPunditji's fees were very modest Dbecause ' his

clientele consisted of poor people. A palm-readipng and a

natal chart reading cost eight annas each. The First

K

question put to the parrot cost eight annas.’ all

]

subsequent questions were four annas each.

. One morning, when Punditji was walking toward§ the
pipal vﬁiee, he saw young boys going to school. The boy§
were 7?n their bicycles and one of them shouted: "0i

‘ . ¥ .
Pundit, your Mithu has come back? We thought he

»

f:‘ . - e - A\ -

o



The Astrologer , 90
had flown away- with your wife." The other boys laughed

, .
-and they all went aﬂay. . Punditji disliked such

ill-mannered boys L and considered it inauspicidus to see*

]

their faces in the morning. When he arrived under the
pipal tree, he found two women already waiting for him.

But he was in no rush to serve them. After he had

®

settled’ he looked at‘&QSLwomen. One of them wasg old and
.was dressed in a cheap cotton saree ‘that stopped short at

her ankles. The other, probably her daughter _or'

.daughter—inilaw, was young and! in an ad:apced stage of
pregnancy. ﬁunditji knew what these women had come'for.
They .wanted to know whether it would be a girl'or a boy.

YPunditji, this is my daughter-in-=law," said the
older woman and began to cry. “

~

said

"When you finish crying, tell me your problem,"”
Punditji, fiddling with the cards indifferentiy.
"Forgive me ," 'said the older woman, touching

- 4

Punditji's feet, "just tell us if it is going to be a boy

this time. She already has three daughters. A fourth .

daughter will kill us," she continued. v \
Y

. . "Shantih! Shantih! ® Peace! Peace!" Punditji told

her. @ Mithu was called upon. Punditji closed his eyes
and tried to concentrate. He sang:

Bol Mithu Bol
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I

Kismet ke taale khol

. » . . ’ M 'Q,
Punditji Opened the 1little door of the cage and

Mithu jumped out. He walked\all over the cards which
were ﬁeatly spreaé ,out on the mat. Up and down, up and
down he, yalkéa, ;s if enjoying the &Brning éir, turning
his head with. quick jerks.- -

I"Mithut" Punditji scolded the ‘parrot. "Mithu
finally picked out a card. Pupéitji;re from it and

smileq, "Mithut éays, the prayers will be answered_52 It
will be a boy,-hataji. Wha;\is the girl‘s name?

"Sit% Rani".

"I will write in m§ red notebook, under Sita Rani *=--
ng,“ éaia Punditiji. \

The two womqﬁ paid Punditji eight lannas,’ said
Namaste and went on éheir way, smiling. '

Puh@itji opened his red notebook and wrote, "éita
Rani -- girl." oOne had to play safe. Chances were, if
iE was a Dboy these women would never come back. If it
was a girl, they ﬁﬁght éome back to quarrel and expose
what  a _fréud Punditji<“was. But Punditji had no£ been
born yesterday. If something 1like that happened, he
could always‘open his notebook and show them where.it was

written -- girl.. Surely the women hadn't heard right,

!
or there was'somehmishnderstanding.
, .
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Punditji's next clients‘:were an elderly lady and a o

young, obstinate-looking lmqn.i The lady sat down on the
ground and started telling her story. Punditji let her
. . . \
speak for. about fifteen minutes without interrupting her.

For fifteen minutes he allowed her the emotional luxkury
' L]

bE dwelling on and 6 speaking about her’grievanceé which

centred around poverty in_gené:al and her unemployed son

in particular. Only -~once, when the lady was making a

‘crucial point about powerty, did Punditji interrupt her.

1

"Yes Maee, even God belongs to the rich. This is no

doubf a cruel world for, the poor," said Punditji, adding

L )
fuel to her fires. From her talk Pundikji gatheréd the

.

information that - the youngwobstinatgsiooking man was Ehe

youngest of Her offspring, unemployed and undoubgedly the

trouble-maker in the family. ° The famiZly had made the

mistake of _getting him marriedﬁbefoxé he even had a job.

As a result, the boy had made his wife pregnant and was

not yet ready to shoulder his responsibilities. e |

Y

"Help us, Punditji, help us," the old lady said. -
* - ‘s

She sounded very distressed. ) . ) ' l \

A

"Does he look for work?" asked Punditji. ) $§§ . -
. K “;:’d\‘ (3 B .
"He says he does -- speak, yd@w%wl, tell Punditji .
; \ ! e
the lies you tell us!" The boy lowered his eyes. . . 1ii

A
(% .y

"His father found him a job in a factory. " He worked

.
- i
. 3 M
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two days and left,.said he wghts to work ‘in an office,~-~
2 . , .

become a sahib. Ask him, ask ‘him, Qunditji, if his

father has ever seen ‘a sahib. Wants td become a sahib of .

v

somewhere!" continued the ladyw

"Do you have his natal chart?" a?ked Pupditji.

N )
"Yes," said the lady and took out a scroll written-

g Ve ; "

Punditji began to study it carefully, looking at it

in sanskrit.

“from differgnt angles to get a clearer pigture of -the

planets. Birju, the cloth seller thought it to’be an

' appropriate moment . to do some’ business of his own. "O

" Maee, see this cloth -- very cheap -- three Rupees a yard

.but for you only two Rupees a yard -- onﬁy two
Rupees,“ he addressed the lady. -
*Shh --- don' t eat my head. ;Don[g you see Punditji
is working?" © 4 '
- "Hmm ' sqid Punditji meaningfuliy The lady looked
hopefully at Pundltjl, as if he was going to hand her son
a ]Ob. ) .

- “Maee, " Pugditji spoke” to the lady, ‘"your s¢n's

Saﬁﬂrn is sitting in the house of the mood? His moon and,

‘Saturn are enemies. .‘This position will last for two

months. Does th{s boy disobey ‘you?"

" “Alwaysl" said the old rj!§, beating her forehead.

~

L
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“Hmm. His Saturn is the-trouble-maker. ®ow try to
understand. His Saturn is very strong and is sittiné in
the * enemy's house. © It will not let this boy listen to

anydne.W

'"1s there any remedy?" asked the old lady.

"Yes, Yes, we will have to find a w?y to please
Saturn” Maharaj. Every Saturday mor?ing let your boy feed
a brown-coloured dog. 'Make sure to include seven types
of grain in the food, l;ke wheat, corn, rice, gram. Do
this for two months. oIt will please his Saturn. But
remember , after two morths his Ma;: will move into the
house of the moon, then everl I cannot help }ou. For
three years thén, there will pe no chance of his finding
a job, "said Punditﬁi. .

ﬁ?look‘pf panic crossed the boy's f%ce;

"Are you '1;¢;eniﬁg?“ séid the old lady to her son,

o

'”wi;l you .still eat the dust of the streets or will you -

~

go back top the, factdéry now?"

“I gill Bee,” the boy replied.
oL - ) ¢
"what " will you see? First he comes to this world

‘and brings . ﬁigh ibim such a strong Saturn, then he tells
¢

his mother, he will see. Now I will see how you don't.go .

back to the factory,” said‘the lady.
N ¢ ’ 'S ! .

"Boy, do as she says," said Punditji.

£

e
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"Yes," the boy replied.
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)
"Good: -- that will be ' eight annas, Maee," said .
Punhi{i@. They paid and left.
After they had gone, a couple came with their son in

o,

a 'rickshaw. They got down from the rickshaw and told the

‘rickshaw puller to wait. . "Wahl Wah! Punditji," they

chanted. V .

Pundiéji Qaé pleased, even' though he didn't knéw why
they were praising him. They -temiﬁdéd Punditji that
tﬁeit son had run away and ‘Punditji had told thét he
would be found in the direction of the east. ,Their son
had come back home on his own éccord. Punditji acceptpd"

’

a small bag of sweets from the couple.

'

Punditji had several more clients after that. Two.‘
brothers came with their father's natal cha;t. Thef.
father was in upriion for se;ling illicit liquork
Punditji advised“them to wait a week before taking any
step, because the moment wasn't riéht. ‘After th;tﬁya
woman came with her sick mother. Tﬁe‘nother was 56 old
and weak, she could hardl}\\éit: up in the rickshaw.,.
Punditji ‘told the woman to go to the Government hospital
instead of knocking her sick mother around in rickshaws.

Later, some men who were . having tea at Sunder Lal's

tea stall decided to have their palmﬁ read.

-
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It proved to be a busy day for Punditji. It was

only two o'clock and he had already made five Rupees. He

. .
saw some young boys returning from school. Four of them-

slowed down their bicycles. Punditji recogni;ed'two of
them. ’ They had hurled insults at him in the past. 1In
gact one of theﬁ had teased - him only this morning.
‘Punditji became alert. The boys very humbly folded their

N

hands and said Namaste.

i

“Namaste," said Punditji, "Yes 'sons,’ what brings you
here?" The tallest of the boys, whom Punditji had not

v

seen before, ., took out an eight-anna coin and offered it
to Punditji. | | |
"1 h;ve come to ask the parrot a question,” he said.
"The exams are coming near?" asked Punditji.

"Yes, please ask the parrot if I . will pass my exam,"

said the tall boy.

The boy who had teased Punditji in thé‘morning was

shifting from side to side. =~ Punditji eyed him
suspiciously. But he had accepted the money and had to

make a pfedicbion; He sang to the parrot:

.Bol Mithu Bol - y

" Kismet ke taale khol

-»

. Punditji opened the door of the cage and Mithu ' -

, jumped out.  He began to take 'a walk on the eards.

Punditji waited. Mithu defecated on the cards. Punditji

[N
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gently smacked Mithu on the head. ’ '
‘fConé sister, come sister," Mithu cried.
The boys began to laugh. ' Punditji grew nervous.

"Mithu!®” Punditji scolded the parrot. Mi@hu lowered his

head and picked out a card. Punditji took the card from

"Mithu's beak ‘and read it, "Efforts will be rewarded; it

says son. Work hard, God will pass you."
!

The boy who had teased Punditji in the morning,

]

sprang forward and snatched the card from Punditii-. ‘“Hmm
-~ efforts will be rewarded! Liarl 1Is this what is
written on the card? Eriends,‘it says -- your wife will
be blessed with a son. People of  the townl” The boy
3egun to shout, “Come peocple, come. Come and see this

Pundit cheater - this thug, how he 1loots your

’

hard-earned money!l”

“

A

Punditji, meanwhile had begun to pack his things in

a hurry. i . ‘;
“Bastard --  where are you going?™ asked one of the
éoys-

! "pastard, you c;ll_ne bastard? Bastard youl Bastard
your mother! Bastard your father! Sons of dogs,
sister-sleepers!” shbuted\ Pugdftji‘ ;nd began to throw
stones at the boys. Sunder.Lgl éane running and hhout&d

at the boys, calling them loafers. A crowd had gathe;éd

/.
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and Punditji began ' to run, his bag ih one hand and the

cage in 'ahotﬁér;; The straw mat and th§ tin bogrd were

left behind.- | "
"Catch himl" said one of the boys.

"May ashes fall on your heads. May you lose

everything you have, Haraan-zaade, basfardé of somewhere,"
shouted Punditjinfrom & distance.
The inquisitive crowd wanted to know all the details

6f‘ the incident. . The boys obllged every new-comer who

‘joined. the crowd. The crowd lxstened with interest and

was divided in two. Some were angry, some sympathetic.
Suﬁdét Lal piékad‘.up Punditji's mat and took déwﬁ the
board from the‘ tr;e. _ He went back to the shobland
wondered "how 'on earth he wculd return the things to him.
He d1dn t even know _where Pundltji lived. The‘thought
that he nignt never sae him agaln saddened hlm. ﬁe could

only 1look helplessly at the distant flgure of Pundltji

disappearing down; the rai;way road.
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It is past six in the 'evening, but Delhi is still

‘

plistiring under a May heat wave, 1 stand.on the lawn,.

, . . . Y .
in ' front of our house in Hauz szs. I have just come

' ' /
back ' from the WSafdu;jung Hotpit’l, where I saw Dilip

i

/
/

Dilip' was . not only the son/ of our tcnanqs{‘but also

" my friend. . In fact weé went swimming in the Gymkharna Glub.

thié 'afiernoon.f He dévalopvﬁ cramps and drowned -- just
liker that. ﬁe was an excely@nt swimmer. Everybody there

'thbdght he was trying';o break his own record for stayihg

ﬁndery&tem_ "'By the ti’g someone got worried about ‘him,
' ! i . ' / * - :
it was .too late.: //

The gardener hag watered the lawn. 1 remove my

. Kolhapuris aid feel/ the wet grass under my feet. It

A | -~
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feels cool. Co . . .

Sounds aréﬂ coming from all’ over the house . Our -
tenants in the left wing of the first floor are preparing:
‘for the eveninéttca. Mrs. Advani is uettiﬂﬁ out cups and

~ plates on -the table in the balcony. -Advani's servant is

coming * down the stai;i. He is counting the chanée in his
hand. . o . ' .

*Bahadur, where, are you going?” I call out.

"To the ﬁauz Anhas ’nafket, to get samosas and
rasgollas for thenm," 'hé \SQYl, pointing ' towards his
master's balcony. | |

:Bahaaurl“ Mrs. ‘Advani calls out from her. balcony.
She looks like any other Sindhi 1a&y ';iving in a
metropolitan ¢ity.  Slim and fair. She wears her hair
short.  Today - .she is w;a;iné a pale blue chiffon gare;
and is looking very fresh. She waQ;a to me.

4 .

, "Don't forget the tamarind chutney,” she reminds her

servant. Bahadur does not reply. He is upset because he

';has to count: the change all over again. . He opens fﬁd\

main §ate and goes out. He is still counting the change.
Since our house 1is on the corner of.the main road‘
an&r the Hauz Khas road, tﬁe sounds Pflthe‘main :oad.can
be heard 'clearly. ”Bgaes rush by, the whine of their
heavy, bverﬁeated tires approach}ng and then fading into

n
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_the dis%anée. They are packed w;th people returnlng from

work. The szdewalks are crowded. The evening air is

thick with ‘smoke and the whole 'atmospbere smells of

.

pétrcl., _ ' -~

In Joshi's Dbalcony, in the riéht wing"of the first"

floor, the servant boy is removing ticks from a dog. The

do;‘iga white' cocker- spaniel ‘with long brown ears, is

flrmly grasped between the boy's legs. The dog barks
. LI

every-tlme a t1ck~1s,pulied.out; )

An autorickshaw stops near the main gate. /éuman

Joshi, Dilip's sister, gets out and pays the driver. She

has che' homeé from work.- She works with -Johnsons and

Johnsons in Connaught Place. ‘
‘ o - . .
"Hello," she says to me, smiling. b

My hear ~ beats faster. I feel,it is beating -in my
. ’ . ( i

mouth. “Hellq ‘5um4n," I say, the words drying up in:my .

throat. -,
'.”Gbsh; it - is so hdk. The auto stopped twice,—the
engiﬁe was -’ boiiing an& it “is gégting~go“hunid now, " she
Il BT +
“Yes,” I reply;‘ I want her to go upstalrs, becau;e

3

continues.

, 1 feel‘my head will burst if 1 talk to her any more.
"I think I'1ll. g0 and take a bath in cold water, sheA

says, wiping. ‘the perspiration . from her fotehead with a ,

Ced

-t
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Meanwhile Mts. Advani, who has set the table and is

probably waiting for the servant, spots Suman and waves

°
-

to her.

"Hi, Suman." Mrs. Advani smiles at:her neighbour. -

"Hi L] "

LY

* "That's a nice outfit you have. Where did you get
it stitched?" asks Mrs. Advani. ‘ .

“Over in South-Extension,” says gﬁman, 1do§ing down

-

&t her outfit. She smiles and‘goes upstairs.
I go near the gardener and pretend to see what he is

doing. I don't want Mrs Advani to think I'm hanglng
v )

around doxng nothing. ® ‘ , N -

‘ ° ) : . i
The Sardarji, - our tenant = from the .secdnd floor,

comes dowi. 'Hello, is Madanji home?" he asks me. -

‘"No, Father is not hémen Is there anything 1 can
!B?{_ I want to be of some 5331stance to hlm. ,

7 "No, No, it's not urgent. 1Its about the paint, it
is peeling off .everywhere. When he gomes back, 1’ ll
remind him,“ he says and starts to clean the seat of his
‘motorbxke with a damp. cloth -

Actually the whéle house needs palntlng. The white

exterlor has yellowed and it looks as if it is recovering.

from an attack_ of jaundice or some ttop1ca1 fever. The
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. . . . ,

Sardarji will have to wait because Father said, that only -
after the monsoons would he have any repairs or painting

done.

.

The . Sardarji's beatd is shining. He must have

~y

applied fixo.
"Madam, are you coming down or not?" the Sardarji
IA/zalds to his wife. 0
) "You arg. going sonewh;re?“ I ask ﬁim. I badly need,
to talk ;tq someone. I hope he will ask me about Dilip.
I want to tell ﬁin that Dilip is dead, lying dead right
now, ;n the morgue. |

"Yes, I am taking my madam to see ‘Coolie‘', the
latest Amitabh Bacchan wmovie., I have heard he looks

dashing even as a coolie. Really, that man is too g6od."
The Sardarji loves his wife very iuch. He takes her
’out-,for movies and’ Chinese food. The Sardarjii; wife
" comes down . Shezf is dressedv in a pink printed

salwar-kimeez. 'Her fdce is heavily made up.

“Look} Lookl" the Sardarji addresses mé, ”iook at my
madam, " how - she dresses up for that saala Amitabh - for
.him she will'do anything.” The Sardarji's wife pretends
to be annoyed. . .

\%ﬁ» "Oh, come coié beautiful one, I am just joking," he
. o says, Adjusting his turban. The Sardarji s;arts his
motorbife and his wife settles on the passenger._.sgeat.

. ,

[
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They wave to me  and leave. I have made A mistake. I

bhould’*h§ve ‘spoken to the Sardarji. I'm sure he would

have advised me how to handle the'qituation. Now I have

to wait) for Mr. joshi.) It's always better to break bad °

news .when a man is around.

“Hellor again," - Suman .Joshi ‘calls ‘out from her
balconx.p I am startled, as though m& fo{eheaa has struck
against sométhing.' ' “

. ¢ ‘
“Can you ask your servant to switch on the motor,

please? There {is no pressure in the water today. I will

'gill the tub and the pucketé. Daddy will. be coping home

. soon and Dilip too." \ . o

No, not /Dilip. Please don't-talk about him like

s

that. Don't go for your bath -- the tqiephone might ring

,any time. They were supposed to call from the hospital.

- ;
.Please don't let your mother answer it.

"Yes, 'T will switch on the motor myself,” I say. I
go through the fiouse, to the ,}:a;:k veranda to s:itch{ on
the motor. It makes a roaring noise. I g@ back to the
lawn and go on qaitidg for Mr. Joﬁhi.' Suman'has gonenté
the bathroom ' and turnéd on the tap. 1 can vaguely hear

gﬁi splashing of water beyond the wall.
. * 4

Bahadur has come back from the market and is in-a .

‘ »

¥ H
better _mood. The man is a scoundrel. He must hav¢
' i

i

@ v‘;
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) Ce Y
already eaten ore or two .samosas from the paper; bag.
Maybe™ I .shoyld go over to Advanis and advise them not-to
have tea and the sweetmeats on the balcony, in full view

“ - , . . ’ ! )
of the Joshis. I'm sure if 1,6 explained the-whole
\ i . ‘ < . o
situation they would 'not want to have any tea at all. $
. ¢ w0 . R )

I'm debat&ng'about that when I see the gardener qeefﬁp to-,.
. - i .
open the.main gate. -

. . ‘ .
A wh&te 'Fiaa_ pulls up in the driveway. . Mr. Joshi «. .'=
gets 'out |and tells’ his driver not to .go, because-he will
=
be needing the car later in the eéening. ~He has many

L3 v
-
r

files in his hand.

-

‘"Hello son,™ he says to me. The word 'son‘ startles -

m. -

' . 4 . 7 . o
'Why, hello, Uncle," I pretend I just saw him. . .
"Everything okay?" he asks but does not wait for my

_reply.” 'He - seems fo be in.a great hurry. How can you

v ) t N .

"tell such terrible news to a man who is in a hurry? I
start 50 follow 'him‘ypstAifs. _He enters his apartﬁznt.

The , door is open and he does| not close it behind him. I

can hear the phone ringing 1 hope it is from the °
©

hospital. They said they would call at six and it is

almosé’ quarter to seven now. MLs . Joshi gets to- the

3

phone before her husband does. She says "ﬁello,":and

then there 1is a 1long silence on her end. The receiver

~

L il o ..
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'slips from her hand and her face breaks into a thousand

? P ) .
pieces. - : N p

x

Hok\ cafelessiy they must have broken the news to
her . I instfucted #hem to speak to M. Joshi‘only. I
grief I turn awdy to come downstaiga "when I see
Bahadur rushing Vdoq%. ' Really, the Advanis make theiy

servant run around a lot.

'
L) ,
“Bahadur!l" I call out "Where are you going now?"
“I forgot the tamarind chutney,” he says, rushing
out of the gate. ’ .
< .

s -
IS
\
/
{ 'L . .
. . .
' B .
* ’ MY
, .
> AN
- - .. -
2 ?
-
‘ -~
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’

feel,sijyple should be more sénsitiie'to other people's~

\«-v
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Encounter¢

A -

“Where. are you go{ng, brother?" he asked me. The .

<

'questﬁon struck me as very odd since I had never seen him

I, R . . .

4 . ‘\
; "I~ dorf't think I recognize you," I told him
politely.

"How can you recoénize me when you have just met’
. ~ .
me? 1 asked, by the way, where are you going," he said.
) § . \
I don't mind strangers ‘hsking\?e the ‘time or gven

commenting on .the hot weather of Delhi but he Yrritated

me. I didn't like his tone of familiarity.

' by ] ,
"What do you mean, by the way? It should be of no -

1

interest to .you where I am going,"” I said. I thought

I

that would discourage him from'talkiné to fe.

“What has this world come to ~-- hrother does not

107 I
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Encounter ’ . los
trust brother," he said to himself, but loudly enough for
at least twenty people in the bus to “hear.

At this I exploded. "I am not your brother," I told’

»

hi@., I was truly amazed at his audacity.
""Are you my. enemy then?" he asked matter-of-factly;
"What nonsense are you talking. We just happen to

be travelling in the - éame;bus for a short time and th

_/ N

Y

are eatingkmy head," I told him. \_//’

"Eating your head? All I wanted to know was where

you were going and I am subjected to such humilistion,"”

. pe said nudging another passenger who was standihg near

him. ” . . .

I felt if a third man Jot involved in our worthless

r \ .
conversation, it would get embarrassing, so I decided to

ignore him.  The world is full of worthless people, so
why ‘bother. _ I looked out of the bus which had stopped

outside the Regal cinema. People were already lined up

_to see the evening show.

"So you are not going t§ tell me where you are
going?" he asked, touching my shéﬁlder.

I could not believe he still wanted to, pursue the
conversation. ' The bus conductor meanwhile came to opé
seat and demanded, "ﬁiere are you'going?" I waited for

my fellbw passenger to speak up first, He did. ,

+
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A"“Fi£st him," he s;id, pointing towards ‘me, én&
ﬁegihﬁinq to fumble for his. wgliet. \
I don't like bus conﬁuctors‘in;genefél. They don't
have . any réépecf for peoplé and Qct és if they own th;‘,

bus. I was once bodily éh{own out by a’ bis conductor “;

.qftgr]attehptﬁng to board a movi;;'bus.

' "India Gate," I said. I felt trappg@}_ 1 paid my

fare and he returned my change with,ﬁﬁe ticket. .- ‘
LY .

said my~po-passengér}? For,

-*India Gate ‘for me also,"”
- s¢he sake of convenience I'm going to call him Mr. S.
s . ) / .
“What * a coincidencel We are both going to India

Gate," said a surprised M;.ls{'

[ )

"?It is no coincidence. You just want to follow me,"
7 I “accused .hiﬁ." _You should have seen the,exptéss%on on
his fgee.' He préﬁbﬁ&ed ‘to .be shocked. . “

%Féliow _fou?; he said. ?Yoﬁ do not look rich to me,

otherwise you wouldn't knéck afoundﬂin buses."
I -;ad a grégt/éésite to be tugé to h}m. “oh, so §ou

.are a pickpogkei?" i asked, ‘ . . _
“Nor are you a beautiful woman thatrlléhoﬁld'follow‘

’ L +

you,” he said quite in the same tone.
My accusation ‘had had no efféct on him whaﬁsbever.
In fact he agppeared more casual. . "So you follow women? .

It .is people 1like you who have made. .outdoor Llife

o, A
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imposéible "for decent women," I said with a lot of

emotion. I ah basically an emotional person and I get.
L] : -

~ even more worked up on the subject of women and ‘their

"rights. That is because I feel a great deal for women.

e .

In fact I was on my way to met one -- Nita, my fiance.
At the mention of the word 'women’', other passéngers

turned their heads to look at us. Mr. S. looked at me

S

intently, compelling me ‘to say more. I responded. "If

Py

M “ q - .
- we don't have respect for women, how do we expect them to
function as good sisters, good wives and good mothers?

You '-- you are- a threat to womanhood -- to this very

.

society," I said, lowering my voice because I didn't know
‘what the hell I was'talking about, \ Q
. "Don't lower vyour véice piease. Let tﬁese_good
57opie also -hear what wise tﬁingé yéu have to say.
Pléase;'don't hesitate, they are my brothérs a;so,“‘he
said. ’ '
1 felt as if that worthless man was crushing me. £
alrea&y felt drained and he was prbvéking me to say
more.  "Please don't call.me yoursbrotke;. I don't like

people patronizing me," I 'said. India Gate was still a

good twenty minutes away. : ' .

'
°

"How old are you?" he asked me in exactly the same

tone he had asked the first question.
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I was very sﬁre the man had a sc¢rew loose because

his next question had no connect&on with the previoﬁa

‘ one. "1 think there- is nothing to be gained by this
COnverQation.“ I said evasively. | ' . :

"We will talk of gain and loss some other time," he
said, as if suggesting 'té meet again' over coffee or
goﬁething. “Just tell me you age:“ he said. "There is)&
reason for asking} <= I am forty-five yeﬁra.old and‘pot
mar;ied, yet I am ready to call you son if you are Eweﬂty
years | younger than I am -- these btothers are my
witnesses," ﬁ;‘ said pointing to all the-brothé;siin;tﬂé

-

bus.

L)

People in the ~bus stared at Mr. S -- what was he,

some kind of a jerk, forty-five yeaiq old and not’

.marrjed? One of the passengers rem&;ked} “Who wiil,marry

him?". - I thought Mr. S was playing a practical jokeiénf

me. I hate to be made a fool of, espeéially in publéch
\ . .

“He is mad, pagal hai, pagal,” he said, screwing his own .

. head with his finger.
., "Okay, don't tell me you age, " said M;. S, making a
concession. "You don‘'t look more @han twenty-eigﬁt‘or
twenty-nine §nyway.\ Tell me, are you going fo India gatg

H

'to meet ,some friend -- maybe a girlfriend?” asked Mr. S.

‘

4 - R . \

I felt cornered. One of the brothers came to my rescue.
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The nerve of that man. "Are you in your right mind?

How dare.you ask me such personal questions?” I‘imégige&

scratching his ﬁaqe, putting both my hands in his mouth

.and tearing it open, or just pulling his hair right out

of the roots.

*Your over-reaction is a clear indication that ydu

are going to meet a girlfriend," he said confidently, and
cackled.

A wave - of ahger swept over me and I don't know how,
but a slap landed on. his face.
This crgated/g commotion in the.bus. People who had
. / . -

been watching . us lsilently and had also considered Mr. § ™

éérthless and stupid now turned ﬁgains; me.

. “Oh, Sahib, what do you think of yourself? You
can't go slapping people in the.bus --" sai& a young man
;hd held me * by the collar. I stood up and he pushed me

« .

towards the door.
S

junglee of somewhere," someone shHouted at me.
slapped. He just looked out of the window, unconcerned.
Somehow' he had emerged as' the hero of the scene. I
suddenly felt very stupid and as soon as the bus had
slowed down at a traffic light, I jumped out.

B

“Call the conductor -- let's throw this man out —--

1 1looked at Mr., S. He was rubbing the cheek. I had
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India Gate was at least a kilometer away. I began
walking ‘fast. I know Nita does not like to wait alone.
It's noﬁogood;foz a girl to wait alone in a public pléce.

7 , X , "
People start getting; all sorts 'of ideas about her

character. Since I could not getian auto-scooter, I ran
LI . ’

nearly ‘' all the way.

park. She was already thete. AN

"Why were /;ggitzgpnln

Why didn't you take the

bus?" she asked me. I could hardly speak. "What's the

|

\ &

I was panting when I reached the-

matter? You look shaken up," she said in a very concerned .

*

tone. That encouraged me. - <o

’

I! ‘ .
I am.5 . .

t

“Why, what happened?" she asked,_caresaiﬁé my hand.
-
"I met this man Ln the bus. I°can t tell you Nlta,

how worthless he was -- so talkative." '
nAre you upset epout,a'man you met ip the bus?" she
asked unbelievingly. ‘ . . L o ‘
'.'“He was asking ne questlone - 1nt1mate questions.
"Intimate?" she asked plaxﬁul;ya “What 1nt1maée
- , \

questions?"

"He asked me where I was goiﬁg," I'said. It didn't

sound right, the way I told her. I was still feeling

crugﬁed by the_ encounter. P ' . ;
¢ o R R
“That's not an ihtimage question,” ‘she !Pid,nquite
. oy . . ] a ;o
L C .

4

s
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perplexed. | a

"You can't ask a stranger where he is going." I got
mad at her for taking someone's side she had not even

met. She was supposeé to side with me.
, o

“Why not? Just wait," she ‘saidﬂlooking around.

'"See' that old man coming towards us?" she asked me.

[3

"Watch me now," she said.

s e

When the old man came closer, she went up to him and

joined Qer hands. "Namaste Babuji," she said "Wheré are

) Y

you going?"
"Just tq"India Gate, child. I go for a walk every

day," he said smiling. The old man was so pleased that

someone had stopped to speak to him. "“God bless you,,

. daughter, " he said and went on his way.

"See?" she said -childishly.’ "Let's go and eat

s
-

ice-cream now," she said tugging at my arm. I followed

her listlessly. \

, All "week I had looked forward to meeting her and now

e

my whole evening was ruined. Over ice-cream I wondered

how- she would have reacted {f I told her I had slapped
the stranger. Perhaps one day I. will*tell her, after we

are married. y
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Even as a child, Keshav had been ugly. Cbmp red to

his.  body, his face, hands and feet were

:

disproportionately large. Tpé skin ‘on’ his face was

td

uneven, and it sgemed- as if there were not enough

features on it -- maybe not .enough nose, or lips. His
arms and chest were: G extremely hairy. He was twenty
six-years old but looked several years older than he

!

really was. .

He was a ticket collector's son. His father worked
for the 1Indian -Railways and was known as T.C.ji to his

&

- friends and neighbours, Kes:;y/s mother, .Sheela, who had
never called K her husband Wby

his real name, also called

him T.C.Ji.
* Keshav lived with his parents in a semi-circular
compound; There were sixteen houses in the whole
115/
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compound. Almost in ,the centre of it was a huge neem
tree.. The women of the compound sometimes brought their

_ charpoys anq sat qnder; the tree, spending leiéurely
lafternoons, gossiping and eating peanuts. co

The houses were -built in such a fashion that if you
'stood on ‘the . roof of your house, you could see direczly
into your neighbour's courtyard. '

: Oq‘.the left side of Keshav's house lived Maya with

her son.. ., She was a rich widow and had lived in Bombay
before. | After her husband's death: she'd moved back to
Pdnjab, into the modest house her father had lived in.
Shé detested the shabby neighbourhood and , found that life
in a small town was very boring and quiet; as if life
itself had come to a standstill.

Mayal spent ﬁoat of her free time standing in the
kitchen window, which overlooked Fhe'éompound. She was

-

‘extremely interested in her neighbours’ affairs,‘the{r

quality of life,  the kind ‘of visitors they had. The

inside information she got from Kali, ' 'the swegper girl,
who cieaned everybody's toilets and courtyaéda. Kali was
fairly cqmpensated‘ for - her services.” In return she go£'
old’ clothes, left-over veggt&bles and sometimes even a
little bit of money, ushally in ‘coins._

Two _houses away from Keshav's house lived a

-

L
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middle-aged. couple. The husband was a’dentist and had a .
< .

private praé!ice in a ‘crowded market. He was always to

t

be found sitting*%g a chair outside his shop. Nobody had
ever Sbég"him wfﬁilg(patient. He left in the morning on
hig bicyéle and Uéégurned late in the' evening. The
dentist's wife wore white clothes, much to the horror of
the old women of the neighbourhood. She helghgfaye?\\
meetings 'in her large courtyard, and every evening peéple
(none from the compound) came from all over the town to
listen  to t’; preach;ngs of their 225;. The §g£3”lived
in an ashram in the )Himalayas and came once a year to
visit his followers. . . o’
Thé prayer meetingsf were very ﬁoisy - often'

interrupted by the loud chanting: of geligious songs

kG

played through the loudspeaker. ¢
The dentist and his wifej had two daughters’, whom
they hid very generously donated in the service of their
guru. l The followers who came to their houée to sing,
those religious songs based on popular film tunes, sab ,
the giving-away qf the daughters as a,supremé sacrifice:
But their neighbours, the pedple of the qupound, were "
secretly critical of* the dehtisﬁ and his wigg; because in

‘their opinion it was a sin to give away daughters except

in marriage. The neiPhbours had come to the conclusion

- 1
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that . the couple had wanted to save on the dowryp money.

They also spread fpmours that the girls had been sent

L]

against their wishes and that one of them hag even eloped

&
H

from the ashram.
The house on the right side of Keshav's house was

lying‘ vacant. Though most of .the houses were occupie?\py
F AN

tenants who had lived there for génefations, there were

-

one or two houses which were let out to tenants holding

Htranaferable~gobs.
- !, . -

»

‘The vacant house was the smallest inm the whole
compound . It consisted of\tﬁo dark fooﬁs, each with- just
one window. Ithhad a small veranda/aﬁd an even smaller
courtyard. » The only redeem?ngvjeqture of the house was a

Fﬁ_t?and pump, from which water could be,pumped out even

during ‘a water. shortage. People who did{nst'have'pumps
. - [3

4

+ in their houses often borrowed water from the tenants of
that house. )

¥ Keshav had failed several times in the ~ patric.

A

However he tried, he could not pass his exam. “He and his
- k‘/

mother believed that his stars were not favourable,

otherwise how was it possible that a bright boy like

Keshav could not pass his exam? His father, however, did

. 3

+

not share their views, and held his son in great

( ‘
contempt . Because Ahis,fathef’would not feed a grown-Wyp

- 1
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“
son for nothing, Kesha\ had/ taken up a part-time job in a

ad !

> . : . .
general store selling ladies underwear, brassieres,

4
talcum powder, etc. >
+Keghav had begun to take great intgrest in his job.

©

He would gently unwrap. cotton and nylon underwear and

:

bras to show to his shy customers. At first he had felt

a

awkward and often drove the customers away by smirking or
smiliné slyly -- a smile clearly indicating that he knew
3 ol

’wheré that - garment* would be worn. He learned, however,

that it. paid to be_ seribus in the .presence of lady
. g L4

customers, but that did not stop him from making- passes

. [ . Lo A . :
at women in the street. He often indulged in sexual
. [ Lo

fantasies and blamed his evil desires on the exposure he

had to femining uUnderwear. g
’ s \

7

One day, ' after haviné worked the évening\sh§@£:"‘;~’

Kesﬁav qame‘ home to find his mother perched on t¥e roof
trying‘ﬂto (?ok intQ the h;use on their righf.m "What ére
yoﬁ doing, Ma?" he .asked.

Sheela was taken byh;urprige. “Shh..." she sa;e and
\backoﬁed him to join her, ‘

Keshav climbed the stairs ‘and looked. Oh! the new

neighbours had moved in. It had becoméra little dark so

-~ .

it was nogﬁpossible to see their faces clearly. But thexi\ ®
ng

could ~ see that it was a young couplé, The man was bei

3

RO B * N — [ —— o s e e x
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helped by two tickshaw pullers to whom he was speaking in

4

Urdu. The woman was' running in and out, bringing liftle

bundles to the rooms, ,K?shav and his mother came dowr.
)

"Hai Ram, ‘that man was talking in Urdu," she said.

. "So?" asked Keshav.

3

"It can't be, it can't be," she spoke to herself.

°

"WiAt can't be?"

-

3 . "bur landlord is not a_ fool. He too is a

Gdd—‘fear‘ing Hindu. .He can't do that," Sheela rambled on.
"Have you a fever tw you are talking to yourself?"
"0i’ 1 hoi,, "dldn t you hear that man speaking in Urdu?
e s ? .

Do you think they are Moslems?" she asked. !
"Mgslems? ©° You stay hére, I will go and look again.:

. e e < .
You serve my food, I1'll be ¥ight back," he said and went

upstairs. \' .Keshav came back to confirm  his hother's

suspicio‘n . "You were right Ma -- they must bt{ Moslems

< - h‘e‘ -was calllng her begum. "

/
" "Walt /tlll I tell Maya," his mother said exc1tedly

"There . is no need to talk t;o that husbdnd-eater. By

morning she will know more than you anyway," he scolded
3 “hei.’. « t l . ;’; s, ) N * , b

‘Next day, ‘Sheela found out the names and other
information about her neighbours from Maya. The man's

( name was Abdul Ali. He worked for the Indian ‘Overseas

&

-‘nn
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Bank - and had been transferred. from Hyderabad to "this
hole", as he had remarked in front of Kali, the sﬁeeper

¢ -

The new neighbours proved to be very mysterious.
Unlike other people, they alwajs kept their door closed,

even during the day. It was opened only for Kali. The’

\ .

\ngan did not come out even to buy vegetables from the

©

4
vendor.. Her husband bought all the groceries himself and

. they cooked a lot of ,meét, much to the disgqust of

Keshav's mother, who came from a Brahmin family.

Nobody wént to call on the new neighbours.. In

ordinary circumstances, the women of the neighbourhood .

‘wpuld have gone in the afternoon to pay a visit to the

’ —

-lady .of the house. The closed door of the new neighbours

indicated that nobody was expected to pay a visit..

Everybody was curious, though. The women sat under the
0 . \”

' neem tree and wondered what went on behind the closed ~
doors. Only the dentist's wife made a few attempts to

call on the woman. It was later learned that she wag;ed )

to convert her to her guru's rgligién.

kS - .
One night, not too long. after the new neighbours had
moved in, Sheela woke up to the sounds of muffled

screams. She woke up her husband, who had returned that

day from Delhi, where he had been working. Four days out

v
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of the week T.C.ji was away from the~s£atiop. It was a

Id

+" ticket collector's job.

¢

¢
"Wak e up, T.C.ji -~ do you hear that?" she said. - .
L] I‘Dimla't?” .’ . J
*. "What. =<~ the screams, what\ else. I think that

\ [

. .

Moslem is b@ating his‘wife,' she said.

( .
“Go to sleep, woman. It is hqsband-wife business.

<

She is his‘ wiggr‘ He can béét her -- he can do what he

¢
- ¥

likes," repliea T.C.ji. - .
Keshav too heard the screams, and felt ‘véguéiy

: disturbedy = He ‘'wanted to see the ﬁoslem‘; wife, He was

éurprised.-he.hadn't_sgen her yet. %he‘aiways remained }é,
‘Eu:dah.' Maybe she was ugly; he thought, and that is wh§
she was getting beaten, up. |
Next: morning, when his mother had gone to the market
and ’his father. had left, he went to the roof and looked ‘

. down into his neighbour's courtyard. He knew Abdul Ali.

Ly

wouldn't Dbe homef He fould not see her but he decided to
wait. H& heard. the splashing of water. She must be in®

‘the batﬁgéom. He waited a few minutes, getting nervous
e

that his’  pother might come back any ‘time. He heard the
bathroom door opening, and she came out dressed in a wet

s

muslin kurta. She lay down on a string cot in,the

courtyard, socaking 1in the sun, perhabs drying her hair.
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Keshav thought the Gods yyst be on his side, beiéuse she

I

kept her eyes closed and she wore nothing underneath the
’ N t \ R -
kurta. He stood there, rooted, his eyes focused on her

breasts. Then she opened her eyes and noticed Keshav

staring at her.

“Hai Allahl" she said, and ran inside, clutching her,

breasts.
Oh you stupid fool, Keshav said to himgelf. But he
was pleased that his neighbour's wife was such a

-

beautiful Qopanﬁ
Keshav Dbegan to spend more and more of his free time
" on the roof, much to the surprise of his motpex, ﬁho in
the past had ﬁever stopped complaining that her son
preferred to eat the air‘and the dust of streets to her
food.  KReshav told his mother not to disturb hiq/whbn he
was on the roof, because he was preparing for the patric
exam. He wanted to try one iastltime.

'The beatings. néétdldoor continued. Abdul Alf would

, .. oan

¢come home drunk‘and,ﬁéét his wife. At least once a week
she got a good beatfhg. All sorts of rumours spread in
the neighbourhood, bu£ nobody interfered. It was
husband-wife gusiness,; and besides the people were from

outside their community.

Once, latg at night, Keghav overheard his mother

0

posem
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whisper\ to his - father, "Oh T.C.ji, that poor woman, how
lonely she must be, away from her family, her own people
and how that demon beats her. You know why?"

"No, why?"

i "Because she has  not given him a child. TI-don't

know, Maya was telling me," she said.

"Keep your voice low, the boy will hear you," he
: +
said.’

*

"We must do sbmething," Sheela said.

t

"We must do something,” mimicked her husband. "Why

must we do something? Have we taken out a contract for

everybody's happiness? It is  her fate, she must face

.it," he said.

“Maya was saying we should at least go and pay her a

visit, when her husband +is not home,

she said.

"Maya! Mayal! Mayal So many times I've told yéu I
don't like your talking to that husb;;d-éater Maya. Not
one .moré word will I hear from you. It is bad enough
that we have to live next door to Moslems on“one side andb
that husband-eater én the other, and now this woman says
we must do something," he scolded her.

.Sheela did not pursue the matter any more. Keshav,
'who was \Listening to his parent'é conversation, prayed

»

for a water shortage.
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His prayers wéfe aﬁswefed‘in a Yéry s£rahgé way. A
few weeks létér, whgn‘thé intere;t in the new.néiéhpéurs
had .almost died ﬁown, ‘he learned from his motﬁer_éhat
Abdul Ali had left for Hyé@rabad.' éié“father had been
-taken ill and he had gone to see him, leaving his wife
behind. R B \ |

Next day. in 'Qhe evening, after seven o'clﬁck wh;ﬁ
the' water stoépéd flowin; in the’taps, Keshav went to tﬁe‘
‘kitcﬁen ‘and eﬁptied~out the pitchers. His father was in
belhi,\ and his méther had gone to the temple. He went to
his Jroom and waited for hisj;other."When she came, she
exélaimed, “Oh, Keshi son, what happened t& all'pﬁe .
water?" ‘

"Ma, I saw a lizard in the pifcherJ so I threw away
the. water:/\T-I think wyou should clean. all the pitchers’
with ash," he ;dvised.herL

MWhere will we éet water to drink now? ‘I have not
even made dal yet," she sa?d. r‘

"Should I. get water from tﬁe neighbours?" he
offered. | ‘

"Have you gone out of ybur mind? Will we drink
water from a Moslem's house?"

"The water 1is the same everywhere -- you are so

\

old-fashioned, Ma."

"
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o ”.‘fYou are‘ my Qon, stay .y ‘son. Don't try to b;come
| my father."” '1 _ : ' .

"Ma, ‘think for a moment -- the water is coming from
the earth.  When Krishna and his family were living
there, didn't we always ‘get water from them? Water is
water, what ﬁéve those Moslems got to do with it? I°
promise I will wash the.pump fitst," he said.

"ORay)* she relented “ggt onl} one.pitche:.' I will o
not 'drink from it. I will use it only to wash wands, and E
to make dal- for you.. *

“Keshav picked up a pitcher, went and.kpockeé on his
neighﬁourﬂsidoor., ‘L - I

"Who is it?" the woman asked.‘

" "We are your neighbours and: need some water fromthe

L

pump, " said Keshav.
After a little hesitation, she opened the door and

let him in. Keshav closed the door behind him.

\
TR I T ) a

>

«
-

"what todk. you so long?" asked Keshav's mother when

. -

he came bAcy.

-

"Their pump handle was broken. I had to fix that

F) "

first, then the water was sq muddy, 1 had to wait for

clean water."

A’
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"Okay;'okay, which dal should I make for you?"

"“No I am not hungry. 1I'm going to sleeés“ Keshav
went and locked himself in his room.

“The 'boy is str;nge. I will tell his father to find
a match for him. Let his wife cook for him and put up
with his moods,"” his mother said to herself.

Next morning, Kesh;v left early. When he cam? back

in the afternodn,. he saw a crowd gathered outside Abdul

Ali's .house. He panicked and broke out into a cold

1

sweat. Sénething terribie' guét‘ have . happened, he
concluded. "What happened?" he asked one of the men.

"Poor ;omanl" the ‘man'said and walked away shaking
his head.

"What was leﬁp f&r her tgedo?" asked Mafa, who was
the most qxéited of all.

"The beast used to beat her -- ask Sheela, she heard
the s8creams with her own eafs. FPor how long can one take
it?" she contifued. |

“"He will rot in Hell," said Sheela:

"Did" anybody send a telegram tolLydegabad?“ someone’
asked.

<@

"Yes, 1 did," said the dentist.

"Maybe the fault was with him -- always the woman is

blamed," said another lady.
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"If she had come to the prayer meetings she would
not have come to such an end," said the dentist's wife.

"What end?" asked Keshav. -

"Go and see inside, the way she is hanging from the

ceiling fan," said someone.
“pon‘t Qou' think the body should be éut on the bed
at least?" asked Sheela. (
"No, No; ‘It's a police case. We cannot ao an;thing
till ‘the pOIice‘arfive,“ said the dgntigi. ‘
Keshav's 1egs went limp. He began to shake and‘fell
to the ground. 4
“Poor boy, has he' fainted?" someone asked.

1

"Ooh Keshi, /2%>son,“ said Sheela "he has such a weak

heart."” !

\

£

“Rub his feet," Maya advised.

“Take him .inside and throw water on him," suggested
the dentist's wife.

.

Three men 'lifted Keshav and took him inside. The

crowd moved and gathered in front of Keshav's house.
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The Princess .

When I retired from the Indian Army, I had nothing
much . fo look forward to. My wife had died even before I -
had :retifed. She had been a good wife, very gooé indeed.
But. her death shattered our. d?eam of buying a small

, cottage near the mountaind and spending ‘the rest of our
days there. She had a great fondﬁess for childr®n and
had hoped that ‘fggpy, our only child, would £ill our
houée wi}ﬁ children of his own. It wasn(t a spectacular
dream but it was Ebgethingnthét gave us security. When
my wife dged‘I was relieved for herﬁ‘because she 'suffered
a great deal of pain in her last mﬁnths. That left me
with Sunny. Befsre she died s told Sunny to t{}é care

of me and respeaf me. After her death he showgd no

inclination to dp efther. I was quite capable of looking

: . 129
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after myself, but it would have been nice to have respect
from my only child. He spoke to me after his mother's
death:

"Pather," he. said, "I have decided to go the United/
States."” Then he 1looked at me expectantly. I didﬁ‘t
k;;L what was expeéted of me -- approval or blessigg: 1
gave him EPth. He had every right to better ﬁis r7te and
1 haé none to stand in the way of his success and his
better life. He also expected 502? money from me.

"How much?" I asked.

"Ten thousand Rupegsﬂ'&grlaid. —

My heart sank. Didﬁ't the boy- know f was going to
retire? pidn‘t he understand that? I was Nious but I
reasoned with myself. He was, after all, my only son. I
didn't want him to grow bitter and reﬁark later in life
that his father had done nothing for him and had instead
deprived - him of a better iife. I parted with the money
and he 1left me. I prayed‘that he would get homesick and
come back. - But who was there in his home to get sick for
-~ an old father? No, he never becamé homesick. He
never bec;me anything much for that matter. For six
months I didn't even know his whereabouts. All I knew
was tHat he had flown to New York. Whether he was dead
or’ aIive\Jor living in some jail for sneaking ;;Z;\thé

L3
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country illegdlly, I had no idea. After six monthg I

received a postcard from him saying he was well and was

enjoying 1life. in Héuston. ,How he was makimg a living or
filling his 1life witﬂ enjoyments, which gbviously cost
money, he chose to keep from me . He wrote to me
occ;sionafiy ~and I, like a dutiful father, replied

likewise. ‘ . Q

-

One day I received

hotographs of him in
) v '
bathing trunks wish several girls on the beach. The

bastérd. Wanted

)

In the next letter he informed me that he was getting

o show off to me, to his own father.

married to Lisa, an American girl. He didn't ask for my

‘permissjfn or blessing, just informed me. It would have

broken his poor mother's heart to see how much respect he
was giving me. 1 rushed to the post office in the hope 1
might be able to éancel the weddi§g. Marry and cQPfifﬁr
yourself orphan, I cabied. He must have decided to
consider himself orphan because in the next letter 1
received some’ wedding photos. My daughtér-inrlawk\mgy
God bless her, was a beautiful gqirl. I wrote 55 k
congratulating him on his success in Ameriqa and I aske

‘

sarcastically if he had considered turning Christian. I

]

#%hould not have writteﬁf%hat. because that was the last I

v

heard from him for a long long time.

i
s

e
v
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It was 1in those days that I moved back into my home
N

town and rented an annex of a huge bungalow belonging to

Sehgals, a local business family. The annex wasl;ery

. modest. . It had a sitting room, a bedroom, a kitchen, a

bathroom and a small room in the backyard f£for the
servant . I employed a servant boy to do my cooking,
cleaning and laundering. I had some distant relativeg

scattered around the town whom I rarely viéitgd, but I

v

had no real friends. The ones who had retired with me

went back to their owny hometowns. They had wives and
. ) ‘ .

children. 'I had nothing but endless time on my hands. I
(3 : ’ : v »V'
took to reading and taking long walks in the evening. 1In

A\

short, I became a gentleman at large.

Next ta my landlord's bungalow was ah old mangion.
The light yellow walls of the exterior were covered with
creepers. The creepers, the old house itself, the

untended lawn, and <the uncut hedges had a dilapidated

. look - about them. Only two women lived in that big.house

-~ the Princess and her mother.
‘. m L]

The Princess, I learned from my “landlord's wife, was

"

an illegitimate child of'the Maharajah of Patiala. That

the Maharaiah had had a harem full of beautiful women was

. . . .
no secret. The fact the old y§§¥~must have at gome time
-~ k v .

belonged to that harem intrigued me. I felt strgngely
pa s .

- -

A e
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' qeighbouréﬂ Both mother and daughter

curious about‘ our
lived a secluded life "and it became my ambition to

°

“somehow invade that seclusion, fo talk to them, to become

a

their achaintance. I bégan to 'take a great interest in

a
°

their activities. I:;oticed they often sat in their lawn
and spent long \évenings in each other's company. They
aldo had three cats. I never saw the Princess and her
mother laughing or* even speaking 1qbdly to each other..
Ig*“fact I .never saw them talking to eéqh oéh;n_gg_gll.
When I went for ‘a walk, I made sure to walk véry slowly - '
when ‘f was passiné gheir<qate. I hoped they .recognize me
as their neighbour and [would invite me to join them in
drinking those endiesé cups of tea :which . their lady
servant brought them.. But -that did no£ happen. -

one day, when I had already contémplated buying g-"
pet to occupy séme of my time, a dog strayed on to ny
side of ”the lawn. It looked like‘a frgfndly bhut §—very .
ordinary éog. I ordered the servant boy to get ,some food
ﬁor_ the dog. ¢ Tﬁe\ servant boy was reluctaét. He said
that r?'ery’ soon \fll the dogs of the street would' line up
in ﬁfont ‘af their house for free meals. When I scolded
the boy, he grudgingly broughf some stale chappatti. The
dog gra£efu11y ate it a?q left. Afterwards the,dog.

being a dog, started coming every day. I fed him chicken

R ' ) ) \ , * 4
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excgted and began to make strange noises.

. . The Princess S . 134
. 3

bdnes, , which he crunched with delight. The day I fed him

real meat he refused to leave. He stayed and I let him.

I washed the dog, sprayed bim with disinfectant and named

him Jackie. | The servant boy resented me for that, and

" always had fresh complaints about the_dég. The dog, (he

never calleé\\ﬁlm Jackie) ate dirt outside and kept

s e

company with other street ‘dogs,“ he said. I always
; ' N ST,
dismissed the complaints and let Jackie accompany me on

.

‘ my walkSAVﬂ\m S 0 7
| After returning from my walk one day, I noticed that
our néighbour's gate .was ‘open. I slowed my pace and
- Jackie entered their grounds. At the time only the

mother was ﬁitting outside, readihg: The two cats got ~

’ .

"Jackie [ Jackiel" I shouted and went after him. I
» ’ .

! ‘
_caught him by~the collar and ‘profusely apologized to the®
© ' .

L

mSther. .

‘The mother was quite frail. Her hair was like salt

o .

and - ‘pepper. She wore an off-white silk saree’ and gold

rimmed spectacles. ) L e
%ﬂfw;m really sorry," 1 apologized—féga;;§ She

smiled. She actually smiled. ,
N p

‘"Tﬁey are not used to visitors," she said, gathering
B ' ' ' g '
her cats. ' e
< L .
"I am Major Dilwri," I said. - >

»

-

b . C
. :
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e )
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"Pleased to meethyou,“ she said but made no attempt
, . ,
to introduce hérself.

\

’ 1
I was about to leave when I saw the Princess come

out of the house, carrying ‘thelthird cat.- Her reactipﬁ/j
‘ - \ ' ' -~ >
at sdeing me there was of vague surprise. .

.
i

"This is’ Majpr*‘Dilwri," said the mother to her

daughtef and briefly explained the excitement of the

cats. .
4

"And this is Princess,” said the mothex to me. |
"Enchanted," 1 said boying lightly.

I could see the olg lady was already charmed by.my

army manners. S 7 ’ '

- . ‘
"Won't you join us for tea, Major?" asked the

mother. ' . | : '
.. . o ‘ ! N K ‘ .
“That is very kind“ of you," I said, accepting the

- invitation. . .

4

. ‘ . o
The mother ordered the lady servant to brfng a chair

for me and some éag\for us d&;.' . e

0
y 'e

. The Princess, \Lw observed, waé very unprincesslike.

fﬁk\Frankly I was extreme}y disappointed in her. Nothing but

her :fqar .complexion and a strange quietness which seemed

to. have settled on her face betrayed’that she might have
royal blopd in her vein;l' s ‘

Her hair was éhin, almost scanty, and tiediin a bun

~

s
. . o Y
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at the nafe of her neck. The bun was stuffed with dyed

" wool to give. it a Dbulky look. She wore a brown silk

salwar;kameez and looked not a day younger than forty '
N 4 :
years.

J

The lady servant served -the tea and respectfully

. ) ,
backed off. A ver} unobtrusive servant indeed, so -unlike

-

mine who interfered in all my affairs and had an opinion

~ aﬁ N v . '
about everything, the Jjackass of somewhere.

I showed ~Tnterest in their cats. .All three were

ity

.

female -- Sheba, Cleopatﬂ? and Minou.  The black one

looked particularly handsome. 1 felt ashamed of my dog,

and thanKed God they- did not ask questions about his
N L4

{
breed. Before I left, the mother said:

"Hope to see you again, Major."

"The pleasure will be mine," I said. I bowed and-

lefg. ‘ £

.

Between their «cats and my dog, I manaded to

-restablish a neighbourly traffic with the Princess and her ‘-

mother. 1 often accepted their hospitality and in retuin

-1 offered to run little errands for. them. - I sometimes

v

took their <cats to the vet or .returned books tq the

.

" publie library for them. Soon, I discovered I had begun

‘to spgnd almost 'all my .evenings at their place. Actually

it 'was always on their lawn we sat, I never had the

'
. b a
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chance to see the inside of their house.

We sat together aﬂd drank tea out of fine china
~cups. Sbmetimés there would be long silénces,\#ﬁile they
stirred their tea and sighed. And whé; we talked our
conversations centred mostly around the writers they were
currently .reading, the;r cats, or my life. The only

segment of their private lives that could be touched upon

was the time when the Princess used to teach in the local

N

Convent school -~ a vcareer which had abruptly and

mysteriously come to an end. Endless questions nagged my

mind. : The one that\ﬁgrticu rly bothered me was why the

Princess had never got married. She must have had some

admirer when she was ounger. . Ihstead, I answered

questions about my life, my career, my son and his
. 4 * -

American wife. They expressed a wish to see photographs,
.if I had any, of mf son and daughter-in-law. I was
delighted they took so much interest in me. Since they

- “f

never accepted any invitation gor tea or drinks at my
place, 1 had to always go to theirs. But I tried to
compensate by bring&pg .them freshly-bakéd biscuits from
the bakery or cheese from the Army canteen.

<
One day our conversation drifted to English movies.

I was surprised they had such keen interes; in films. So

impulsively I asked if they would 'like to go to the

R W 3

-
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movies with me. The Defence cinema was run by the Army
and was the only theatre in town to show English movies.
The moviés were of course mercilessly censored, but

nevertheless, they attrécted‘ the elite of the town, for

whom the - theatre was another prestigious spot to visit
{

and to be seen at.
The mother declined my invitation, saying she was
too old, but insisted that the Princess go.

“My Princess used to be so fond of English movies,"

sheS said with a world of-depression in her voice. The

> B " @v
Princess agreed, but not very enthusiastically. But then

the” Princess was never enthusiastic about aqything, so 1
did not let that dampen my spirits. I p%omised I woulé
see\'if ‘Any good movie was coming in the near future. I
found out thaf 'Gone with the Wind; would be‘shpwn the
following week. I broke the news to my neiéhbours.

“Oh, but we have seen that one," said the mother.

"But I would 16ve to see it again," said the
Princess, dreamily. . ’ =

The way she said that and the’look shg}had in ﬁer
eyes afterwards, stirred my heért. For that fraction of
a moment there was romance in her eyes and in her voice.

She looked almost beautiful. I trémbled for her. I was

convinced that she had a secret locked up in her -- maybe
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a wild lover-affair she had had in her youth.
éo my dismay, I discovered I felt attracted tolher.
I was in mj‘mid-fifties and should have been ashamed of
harbouring such ingppropriate feelings. But the more I
tried to battle my fe;liﬁgs, the more I thqhght about
her.

For my own peace of mind, I came to the conclusion
that it was her friendship I wanted, hef confidence. I
wanted her to open up her whole life to me. Yes, that's
whét I wanted. And yet the day I had to pick her up for
the movie I t;ok great care in dressing up. I made sure
my shirt was freshly laundered and my shoes polished. 1
felt strangely self-conscious being alone'with her. We
did not hire a rickshaw because it was fiot dignified
enough. Since I had no transportation of my own and the
theatre was only a mile away, we decided teméézk. We
walked silently. I think.we h;fdly spoke to each other.
I was wondering if she too was feeling a little uneasy
being alone with me. But it was hard to tell what the
Princess felt. She h;rdly ever expressed any emotion.
But during the movie she was a different person. She was
like a little girl. She surprised‘me with the display of

emotion. "Wait. till you see the next scene," she

whispered excitedly before a 1lot of scenes s@f had

¢
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particularly liked. Shé laughed when Scarlet, dressed in
widow's clothes got up to dance. "How beautifull® she
said to me. She fell in 1love with Clark Gable and
muttered to herself over and over again -- "Oh I love

him, just love him." She wept when Bonnie died. For the

.first' time I saw the Ptincess come alive. I was

overwhelmed w1&b her, as much as she- was%ylth the movie.

When the movie was over and we canme ouL it had become
’ .

'pitch dark. The tropical night had fallen suddenly and

there was a slight c¢hill in the crisp October night.
when the cars, scooéers, and rickshaws had left, we two

were gquite alone on that lonely road. I took hold of her

hand. It was so small, and cold.

"Did you enjoy the movie?" I asked quite
unnecessarily. . s -
"Yes, very much," she said and let me press'hér

4

"hand, out of gratitude, I think. I don't know what came

over me. May my dead :ife forgive me for what I did
afterwards -~ Qhat shame I brought upon myself. I
stopped and pulled :-her face to mine. I kissed her hafd
;nd long. Her body was tense and her‘lips dry,‘agt she
kept quite still. She had a beautiful smell, more

H
mysterious and feminine  than anything I had encountered

before. She did not respond, but didn't try to disengage

e mme e . o em o v a4 ey v s a—p— Ao enn
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herself either. Either my courage-doubled or some devil
possessed me, I put my hand on her breast. Then she
}esponded. I felt nails digging iﬁto my arms. She spat
on my face, actually on my chest and ran wildly into the
darkness. .
"Princegs! Princess!" I sh;Lted after her..
"Please let me explain," I pleaded with herx but in
vain.’ | \
1 was very hpset. I camé home and found the servant

/

boy in a bad mood. When I asked him what the problem

was, he said that he should have been told that I was

going to come home late. I shouted at him and told hi

that it was none of his business to know when I was
going, or coming back. He left me alone ;nd I heard hip
go: outside and kick Jackie for no reason at all. The dog
was hot even barklng.v But I could not be bothered with
then. I was restless and could not sleep. I walked up

4

-and down the garden and through the house, talking to

myself and sometimes striking my fists together. I was.

£illed with remorse, but somehow I knew she would not

_forgive me. I was right. Next day, the Princess and her

mother stayed indoors. I didn't see them for many days.’

And all the time I was waiting for them to come out and

just look in my direction. If only I could apologize.

—
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\
The day they resumed their normal routine of sitting
outside on the lawn, two thingg happened to me. They
1 ) N
_ignored me, of course. I got a,lettef*from my sog‘and I
paid a visit to Mrs. Sehgal, my landlérd's wife. My son
wrote - that I was now a proud grandfather of a beautiful

baby boy, whose picture he had enclosed. My heart burst

V

with joy and  my first reaction was to go over to t e'~";_’jt"j
Princess- and h;r mother.. Iggtead I @s?t to the market%
got . a. box o% sweets and paid a visit to’Mrs. Sehgal. She
congratulated me and offered me tea. I accepted. The
conversation drifted from bAbies to pets and consequently
to our neighbouts.‘ I picked up courage and asked her‘why
the Princess Qgg never got married.’

"Why (Méjor sahib, why"do you want td:know?" she
asked. . |

"Just curiosity," I said.

"It's a sad story," .she said and sighed while ‘she
made ,some sympathetic néises.

aWhat do you mean?" I asked with élgrm..

;ﬁany years back, I don't even remember how many =--
she used. to teach in the\Convent and the;e used to be an

L
® interested in marrying her. But

'Air-Force pilot who s

then, as Fate. woy¥d“ have it, her mother went away to

i 4
— e e e st ey o Ay .
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Gwalior for a few days. She had qone to see her dying
sister." )
s

"Then?" I asked. '

"Something ver; ‘S;g’ happened," she ;aid'and made
some more noises and wished that such a thing should
habpen to none, not even an enemy.

"Well?" 1 asked, impatient with her to get on with
the story. )

“Their own servant raped her," .she said.

"Nol" I said.

"Yes,‘,it is very sad. ' Everybody in the town knows.
You know how these things travel. That is why she left
hér job andq no one ever saw that pilot again," she
continued. '

I quickly disengaged myself from the conversation
and took my leave. I took Jackie and went for a walk. I
went‘ to the park and sat on the bench. i éaqxlackie
poking his mnose in the park dustbins. The servgnt boy
was right.’ The dog had begun to eag filth again. 1
decided to get rid of the dog as séon as I went back. I, .
took out son's letter and re-read it, and gazed at my

grandson's hotograph for a long time while my dog moved

down the road from one dustbin to another.




ashram

babu
beedie
chappatti

dal
ghee
ji

junglee .

kameez
kurta

memsahib

paratha
rasgolla .

salwar
sardar
samosa

tonga

\
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A

A kind of hermitage for a guru-and his
followers.

A title, usually indicating respect.

Tobacco rolled in a dry leaf.
Unleavened wholewheat bread.
Pulse 'lentils, usually eaten as a kind of

sauce with rice or chapattis.
)

&

Clarified butt®r, more expensive but
preferred to other cooking oils.

An heonorific suffix attached to Indian names

or titles.‘ ‘ . . »

s

-Beastly.

Shirt. A woman's kameez is usually about:
dress length and is worn with salwar .pants.

= .

A long loose shift.

_ Respectful term of address for a woman,

especially a modernized or Westernized
woman . 0

A layered fried bread.
Cheese balls in syrup. ¢

A woman's pyjama-pants, tight at the ankles
and woern with a long shirt - the kameez.

Literally "chief"; respectful term for a
Sikh. -

A spicy fried pastry containing vegetables
or mgat.

A carriage pulled by a single horse --

driver faces forward and the passengers face
backward.
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