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PART ONE

His mother, who died dehivering hum, and lus father, who was
hilled 1n Mesopotamia, mght have been figures 1 a legend as
far as Smiram was concerned He had, however, concrete
evidence of his mother 1n 8 framed photograph which for years
hung too hugh on the wall for um to see, when he grew tall
cnough to study the dim picture, he didn’t feel pleased wath her
appearance, he wished she looked Iihe that portrart of 2 European
queen with apple cheeks and wavy coiffure hanging 1n the hatle
shop opposite hus house, where he often went to buy pepperrnts
with the daily money given him by lus granny  Of hus father,
at least, there were recurning reminders  On the first of every
month the postman brought a brown, oblong cover, addressed
to his granny Invanably Granny wept when the emvelope
cameto herhand It made hus chuldish mind wonder what could
be there an that envelope to sung the tears out of her eyes It
was only years later he understood that lus granny had been
recerving 8 mulitary pension meant for lum - When the envelope
came she invariably remarked I don’t havetospend your pension
1n order to mamntmn you  God has left us enough to hive on,’
and took 1t to the fourth house 1n their row, which was known as
the ‘Fund Office (svhat 1t meant, he never understood) and came
bach to say ‘Therc 15 nothing so flecting as untethered
cash  You can do what you like with it when you are old

enough’
§

That portrait 1n the opposite shop fascinated his adolescent
mind ‘The shopman was known as Ranni, a parched, cantan-
kerous, forrmdable man, who sat on his haunches all day briskly
handing out goods to lis customers Unul cleven at mght,
when he closed the shop, hus hollow voice could be heard
haranguung someone, or aruung, or cowng his credit-demanding
chentele  What do you think 1 am!  How dare you come sgmn
without cash? Youthinkvoucandomein? You arc mustzken
I can swallow ten of you at the same time, remember* The only
softening influence in this shop of aigars, berdrs, explosive acrated
dnnks, and hard words was the portrait of the lady with apple
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cheeks curls falling down the brim of her coronet and large
darkeyes  ‘Those eycs Jook at me, Sriram often thought  For
the pleasure of returnimg that look he went agam and agam to
buy something or oth r at the shop

Whose 1s that picturc ? he asked once pausiog between sips
of 2 coloured drink

Howshould T know? Kanmisaid  Its probably some queen
probably Queen Victona although ke might with equal jusufica
non have claimed her to be Mana Theresa or Ann Boleyn

What did you pay forit?

“Why do you want to know all that? sad Ranm muldly
srntated  If 1t had been anyone else he would have shouted
If you have finushed your business be gone  Don t stand there
and ask 2 dozen questions

But Suram occupied a umique posiion  He was a good
customer paid down a lot of cash cvery day and deserved
espect %‘or hus bank balance  He asked  Where did you get that

reure

P Kanm wis 10 a jovial mood and answered You know that
man, the Revenue Inspector in Pillaah Street  He owed me 2
fotof money I 'had waited long enough 0 one day I walked 1z
and brought awny this picture hanging i1n bus room  Something
at least for my ducs

If there 13 any chance  sa:d Snram with timd hesstation of
your giving it ew3y tell me ats price

Oh oh! sud Ranm laughin  He was 1n a fine mood. I
know you can buy up the quenn herself master amindar But
I won't part with st It has brou ht me luck Eser since I
hun,, the prcture th re my business has multiplied tenfold.

§
One evening bus grandmother asked D
e o o you know what star
o How should 1? he asked comfortably rechming on
the c.;ld cement mndmv—nl}i and watchung the strect.  He had
sat there movmurg to mght ever since he could remember
Whea he was & year old tus grandmother put tum down there
1ad showed hum the venous diversions passing outside bullock
carts borse-qrmu ~5, and the first few motor-cars of the 5.5
hostorg eway and muhog cown the road  He would not be
fed Laless he was allowed to war h the po ngy-on of the street.
Sh. beld a spooaful of rsce 824 curd 1o hus hps and exclnmes
2



‘Oh, sce that great motor-car  Shall our little Ram travel in 1t ?’
And when he blinked at the mentton of his name and opened hus
mouth, she thrustin therice  ‘This window became such a habit
with hum that when he grew up he sought no other diversion
except to sit there, sometimes with a book, and watch the street.
His grandmother often reproached hum forit.  She asked “Why
don’t you go and mux with others of your age®

I am quute happy where I am,’ he answered briefly

*If you left that seat, you would have many things to see and
learn,’ said the old lady sharply Do you know at your age your
father could read the almanac upside down, and could ssy at a
moment’s notice whatstar wes rergning over whuich particular day @’

‘He was probably a very wisc man,’ ventured Stiram.

‘He mas very wise Don’t say ‘probably,’ corrected his
grandmother  ‘And your grandfather, you know how clever he
was! They say that the grandfather’s reancarnation 1s1n hus grand-
son You have the same shaped nose as he had and the same
cyebrows His fingers were also long just hke yours But
thereatstops I very much wish you had not inhenited any of 1t,
but only his bramn*

‘I wish you had kept a portrait of lum for me to see, Granny,’
Stiram saad  “Then I could have worshipped 1t and become
just as clever as he’

The old lady was pleased with this, and sard “I'll teach you
how you could mmprove yourself’ Dragming lum by the hand
to the Iittle arcle of hight under the hall lamp, she took the
brown-paper-covered almanac from under a tile of ther slopmg
roof Then she sat down on the floor, clamoured for her glasses
ull they were fetched, and forced Sniram to open the almanac
and go through 1t to a particular page It was full of munute,
bewildering symbols n intnicate columns  She pushed hus face
close to the page

‘What 15 1t you are trying to do ?’ he pleaded patheucally

She put her finger on a letter and esked “What ss this ?

‘Sa  * he read

It means Sadkaya  That’s your star’  She drew her finger
along the line and pomnted at the morrow s date. “Tomorrow
15 this date, whuch means 1t’s your birth star  It’s going to be
your twentcth birthday, although you behave es if you are half
that T am gomng to celebrate it Would you hike to mvite any
of your friends ? "

‘No, never,” said Sniram positively



§

So all alone pext day he celebrated hus twentieth burthday
His guest as well ss bostess was huis grandmother No one
outside could have guessed what an amportant occasion was
beng celebrated 1n that house in Rabir Strect numbered 14
The housc was over two hundred years old and Jooked 1t. It
was the last house 1 the strect, or “The first house’ as hus great
grandfather used o say &t the ume he built st F'rom here one
s:wth:badacfmarkﬂbm!dmgsmdhcudmgh:mddaythc
‘babble of the big crowd moving on the market road.  Next door
to Snrams bousc was & small pnntng press which groaned
away all day and pext to 1t another two-hundred year-old house
1n which six notsy famubics lived, and beyond that was the Tund
Officc, where Granny kept her grandson s money A crooked
street ran 1n front of these houses their closeness to the market
and to a Iigher Elementary Town School, the Local I'und

sspetss 2nd sbove all to the half-dozen benches around
the marker fountun, was said 1o give these houses 1n Kabir
Street a umque value.

The houses were all alike—a large single roof sloping down
tothe slender rose-wood pillars with carvings and brass
Jdecorations on them, and 1 pyol, an open brick platform under
the windows on which the howsehold slept i summer The
wralls were two feot thudk, the doors werr made of century-old

lanks with bronze knobs and the tiles were of burnt mud
had westhered the storms and rains of centunes At
these houses were alike you conld see end 10 end the slender
pin.mmdma;lapxngdownlsxflllnﬁhcmbdongcdmnmyc
house, Many dunges bad occurred since they were built two
centuncs 2o Many of them had changed hands the onginal
ownpers having been lost in the totls of Liugation, some were
rented out to tradesmen, such 23 the Sun Press the Butter

=]
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tention,  But
mmﬂnncurmhomc:wbxd:mmwn:dlu:m‘:}nmt;

.hnkm!hd’cg; Number 14 was one such  There the
family Lncage R cntuna o and  conunued sull
though reduced to [ust two members—Snram and hus grand
mother



§

Granny had somewhere secured a yard-long sugarcane for
the celebration, although it was not the sesson  She said
‘No birthday 1s truly celebrated unless and unul a sugar-cane 15
secn 1n the house It's auspicious® She strung mango leaves
across the doorway, and decorated the threshold with coloured
rice-powder A neighbour passing down the road stopped 10
ask What’s the cclcbrauon? Shall we blow out the ovens mn
our houses and come for the feast 1n yours ?*

‘Yes, by all means Most welcome,” said the old lady
courteously, and added as if to neutralize the imvitation, ‘You
are always welcome.” She felt sorry at not being able to call in
the nesghbours, but that recluse grandson of hers had forbidden
her to mwite anyone. Left to herself she would have engaged
pipes and drums and processions, for thus partcular birthday was
a thing she had been planning all along, this twentieth birthday
wher she would kand over the Savings Pass Book to her grandson
and relinquish the trust

§

It was an adventure accompanying Granny to the Fund
Office, four doors off She secmed to shrink 1n stature under
an open sky—she who domunated the landscape under the roof of
Number 14 lost her stature completely 1n the open  Sniram
couldn t help remarking, You look like a baby, Granny * Granny
half-closed her eyes 1n the glare and whispered, ‘Hush! Dont
tall aloud, others may hear’

‘Hear what?

Whatever 1t may be. ' What happens belund one s door must
be known only to the folk concerned.  Others had better shut

As 1if confirmung her worst suspicion, Kanm cried breezily
from his shop Okho, grandmother and her pet on an outing'!
A fine sight!” The young gentleman 1s shooting up, madam!

Sriram felt proud of this compliment, he was sexzed with a
feeling of towening hesght, and he pursed his Iips 10 a determined
manner  He gripped 1n his nght hand the brown calico-bound
pass book presented to hum with a somewhat dramatic gesture by
hss prandmother 2 moment ago

Oh, the young subedkar 1s going to the nght school with the
right book,” Kann: remarked  ‘He must Iive to be as great es

Jus father and grandfather put together® Fat
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Granny tmuttered quuckening her steps Dont stand and ealk
to that man he wall plague us with his remarks thats why T
never wanted your grandfather to sell that site opposite but he
was an obsinate man such an obstinate man{ He was also fond
of this hannt who was then a young fellow

Was Grandfather also buying plantuns 7
Not only plantans  she muttered with a shudder  recollect
1n,, his habit of buying chetoots 1n Kanms shop  She had
thought 1t degradin,, for any person to be seen smokang a cheroot
Like 8 baby sucking a candy stsck] she was wont to remark
disturbing the even tenor of therr married hfe  She had always
lamed hanm for encouraging her husband to smoke and never
got over a shight grudge on that account

Before reachin, the Fund Office they had interruptions
from other neghbours who peeped out of ther doorways and
demanded to be told what estraordmary thing made the old
lady go out 1 the company of her grandson _ They could under
stand her goin,, out 2ll alone on the fisst of the month in the
direction of the Fund Office—that was understandable.  But
what made the [ady go out 1n the company of the young fellow
who wes—en unusual sight—holding on to o hank book?

What!{ cried & tady who wis 8 privileged friend of Granny’s
docs 1t mean that this urchin 1s going to have an independent
account?

fic 1s no fonger an urchin  cned the old woman  Hes
old enough to take charge of hus own affuny How long should
I look after tum! Im not immortal Lach responsibility
should be shaken off 21 and when occasion arnses 10 push off
each respansibiity  This was & somewhat tavolsed sentiment
expeessed 1n & round about manner but her fnend teemed to
undersuand 1t at once and cned, comung down the steps of her
house  How wiscly you speakt  The guls of these days should
fea n from you how to conduct thetmelves  which pleased Granny
30 much thay she stopped 1o shisperan hercar I was only &
trus e of by woney  From today ke wall take care of hus own

moncy

Woety done, wrely done  the otber cnied and ssked  How
machinalde

“That you will never brow  sud Granny and walked off
Snramn who had gare ahead 2ked How is 1t Grannv you
s op sad talk 1o everyone!  What were you telling ber?

Nottung she renlnd You follow the same rule and you
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will be a happier man  Your grandfather ruined humself by
talking  Anything that happened to him, good or bad, was
bound to be known to everyone 1n the town within ten munutes,
otherwise his soul felt restless ’

Why should anything be concealed from anyone® asked
the boy

‘Because 1t’s better so, that’s all,’ saxd the lady

All these interruptions on the way delayed her arnval at the
bank The clock struch four as she showed her face at the
counter

‘Must you be on the last second, madam?’ the manager
asked ‘Is there any reason why you could not come a httle
earlier ?’

‘No, none,” she said, ‘except that I m not a young creature
who can frisk along > The manager, used to her ways, got down
from lus lugh scat, opencd a side door, and without a word,
let her 1n

Snram was beng mutiated mto the mysteries of banking
The banh manager opened the last page of his pass-book and said
“What figure do you see here?  Sriram wondered for a moment
1f he was tesung him 1n arithmetic, a most ternble memory of his
carly school days He became wary and ventured to say

Thurty-eight thousand, five hundred rupecs, seven annas, and
s1x pies’

‘Quute night! cried Granny  She appeared surpnsed at the
mtelligence he extubited

Sriram asked petulantly, “What did you take me for, Granny ?
Did you think I would not be good enough even for this®

‘Yes, she said quetly  How should I think otherwise,
constdering how well you have fared i your studies?

The manager, a sua\e and peace-loving man, stecred them out
of these dangerous zones, by changing the subject *You sec, this
15 your savings deposit  You m1y draw two hundred and fifty
rupees a week, not more than that  Here s the withdrawal
form Secthatyoudon tlose1t and that nobody pets atat’

‘Whv? Would 1t be possible for anvone else to get at my
money with that form?

Usually not, but 1t s our duty to take all possible precavtions
m moncy matters,’ said the manager

Grinny for .ome reason felt upset 1t Snrams questiors,
Why do jou ask so much? If the manarer says, “Do thus,”
o~ Dothat, 1t's vour duty to obey, thatisall’ o~

‘



I alwnys like to know what 1 am dowsg sud Snram and
added There s nothung wrong in that

Granny turned to the manaer and sud with pnde  You
see the present generation!  They see not kke us  How many
years have you been sceng me heee  Hase you ever heard me
askang why or how aad why not at any tme

“The manager made 1ndistinet noses sot wishing todisplease
enther hus old customes or the new one  He placed before the
old lady =z letter tapped the bottom of the page wich s finger
andsaid  May I have your signature here? 1t & the new autho-
nzaton and you won t be bothered 1o come here ofien as before

After twenty years rehef  Granny oried  She had the
trsumphang expression of onc who had run hard and resached the
winnng post  Suram did sot fully realize what st all meant
but took st quite casually  He simply siid I T had been you
1 wouldn ¢ have taken aft thus trouble ta secumulate the money

Yoy are not me and that sjustas well  Don rsay such thangs
before this man who has watched and guarded your property aft
these years!

Stiram wanted to rest how far the mapic toy put anto his
hands would work. He seized the pen holder stabbed st into
the ik well wrote off a sathdrawal for two hundred and fifty
rupees, tote off the page and pushed it before the manager with
an s ?f challenge. Lot us sce if 1 am really the owner of thns
money

The manager was taken aback by the speed of hus activity
He smilad and suuid  But my dear fellow you know e close at
four and cash closes st two exery day  If you want cash you
must be hert before o on sny working sy Change the dste
and you can come tad collect 3¢ the first thing tomosrow Are
you ture that you want all that sum urgently for the first drgw 7

e Tampontie swud Snram. I would have uken moresf
you kad rred more than swo hundred and fifty a1 2 ime

May 1 xnow why you need ail this amount @ asked Granny

Is 11 0r 13 8¢ DOT 1Y rooney ? asked Snim,

It and it s oot sud Grarsy m 3 mypshifpng manner

ber [ dont have 10 25k you what you do wih your own
funds  Its your own buuress You are old enough 1o know
whityoudo Idonthave s bother myselfataitaboutst  J1s
purcly your own busness  Bur § want to stk you—-just to know
thiegs, that 18 all—sby you wart two bundred snd filfty ropees
pow frs your bunsess 1 know but remember ooe thing.
£ 4



One 1s always better off with money unspent  It’s always safe
to have one s bank balance undamaged

Quite right, quute night,’ echoed the bank manager  Great
words of wisdom I tell you, young man, come tomorron
mornng ’> he said, picking up the form

Granny cried  Gnve 1t here,’ and, snatching the paper from
hus hand, said, ‘Correct 1t to fifty You need only fifty rupees
now and not two hundred and fifty I’d have torn up ths, but
for the fact that 1t 1s your first withdrawal form and I don’t want
to commut any 1nauspicious act ’

‘Ah' That’s a good 1dea,’ said the manager “It’s better
if bgou carry less cash about you nowadays with pick-pockets
about’

He dipped the pen in the ink and passed it to Sriram Wrnite
your signature 1n full on all the corrections *

Stiram obeyed, muttering, ‘See! Thus 15 just what I suspected!
I m supposed to be the master of this money, but I cannot draw
what I want! A nice situation!

The manager took the form back and said ‘Come at ten-thurty
tomorrow mormung for your cash’

‘] hope you won’t expect me to come again with my grand-
mother!’ Sriram said with heavy cymiasm

Next day Smram stood at Ranms shop and ordered
coloured drinks and plantains How muchs he asked after
he was satisfied

‘Four annas,’ said Kanm

Sriram drew from his pocket several rolls of notes, and pulled
one out for hanni It was a verstable display of wealth Ranm
was duly impressed  He immediately became deferential

Have you examned your pockets to sce if there may not be
some small change Iy ing somewhere there ¢

If T had small change, would I be holding this out to you >
asked Sriram grandly

Al night, all ight?

Ranm recenved the amount and transferred it immediately
to his cash chest  Sniram waited for change  Kanm attended
to other customers

Sriram said, ‘Where 1s my change ?

Kanmisaid ‘Please wait T have something totellyou  You
see——"

An sunerant tea vendor just then came up wath his stove -
and hettle to ask for a packet of cigarcttes  And then there :
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four other customers The place was crowded and Ranms
customers had to stand on the rozd below his platform and hold
out their hands like supphcants  All the while Sriram stood
gazing on the portrast of the rosy-cheeked queen who stared out
2t the world through the plantamn bunches suspended from the
ceiling  Schoo! children came tn and clamoured for peppermunts
inbottles Kanmsenved everyone like 2 machine

When everybody was gone Snram esked  How Jong do you
want me to wit for my change?

Dont be angry master hannmismd  He pulled out 2 long
note book, blew the dust off 1ts cover turned an ancient page and
pointed at e figure and asked Do you see this?

Yes sud Snram wondering why everybody was asking hum
to read figures these days  He read out  Nine rupees twelie
annas

Its a debt from your grandfather which 1s several years old
T'm sure hed have pmd it af he had lived--bur one doesn t
know when death comes T used to get hum specal cheroots from
Singapore, you know

Why didn t you ask Granny?

Granny! Not I  He wouldn t have liked it at all I knew
some day you would come and pay

Ob, Srrem said generously  Take 1t by all means and
turmed to go

“Thats & worthy grandson  muttered Kenni  Now the old
an s soul will rest in pesce.

But where wall the soul be wuting? Don t you think he will
have been re-born somewhere? sud Sniam

hann did not wish to be involved in speculstions on post
mortem cxistence and turned his attention to the other customers

Before going away Sriram said, I cen buy that picrure off you
whenever you cangell it remember

Surely surely When I wind up thus shop 1 will remember
10 pve st to you not il then 1ts a talisman for me

1f the lady’s husband turns up and demands the picture
what will you do?# Snram asked which made Ranni pruse and
reflect for 2 moment what hus line of action should be

§
Sriram walked down the street not having eay definite um.
He fcle like 8 rman with a bigh-powered talisman in his pocket
ting that would emable himtofly or go anywhere he plessed.
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He thrust his fingers imto hus sibba pocket and went on twirhng the
notes  He wished he had asked the manager to give hum new
ones he had given him whart appeared to be second-hand notes
probably the Fund Officc Manager reserved the good notes
for big men Who was a big man anyway? Anyone was a big
man Himsclf not excluded He had money, but people sull
seemed to think he was a little boy tied to the apron strings of hus
grandmother His grandmother was very good no doubt, but
she ought to Jeave im alone.  She did not treat hum as a grown up
person It was exasperating to be treated like a hud all the time
Why wouldn’t she let im draw two hundred and fifty nstead
of fifty, 1f he wanted 1t? It would be his business in future, and
she ought to allow hum to do what he pleased Anyway 1t was a
good thing he had only fifty to display before Kanmt  If he
had shown two hundred he mught have claimed half of it as hus
grandfather’s debt  Sniram was for a moment seized with the
problem of hifc on carth was one born and tended and brought
up to the twentieth year just 1n order to pay off a cheroot ball?
This philosophical trend he immediately checked with the thought
‘I shall probably know all this philosophy when I grow a Iittle
older, not now  ’ He dismussed his thought with ‘I am an
adult with my own money, going home just when I please
Granny can’t ask me what I have beendoing °

He walked round snd round the Market Road, gazing on
shops, and wondering if there was anythuing he could buy
‘The money 1n hus pocket clamoured to be spent  But yet there
seemed to be nothing worth buying in the shops  He halted for
a moment, reflecting how hard st was to relieve oneself of one’s
cash A man who wore a cotton vest and & tucked-in dhots held
up to him a canvas folding chair,

‘Gorng cheap, do you want1t?

Snram exsmined 1t This seemed to be something worth
havinginone s house. It had a red striped canvas seat and could
}tlyc folded up There was not a single piece of furmture at

ome

“Ten rupees sir, best teakwood

Sniram examuned 1t keenly, although he could not see the differ
cnee between rosewood and teak or any other wood

‘Is thus real teak? he nsked

‘Guaranteed Mempr Hill teak, sir, that 1s why 1t costs ten
xf:upo.:s 1f 1t were ordsnary jungle wood, you could have got it for

our

1n



I will gave seven rupess, sud Snram mth;nmufﬁ”‘l‘gt
Jooking away He pretended 1o have no fucther interest &
transaction. ‘The foan came dows fo caght My Sarsz
offered hint an extra half rupee of he would carry 1t to Jus oot 2

Cranny opened the dobr and asked 1 surprse, "What i€ Mhaﬂ

Snram set up the canvas char pight an the guddle of the
and sad, Thas 18 4 presens for you Granny

What! For me! She examumed the canvas and smd, 158
use foc me.  Ths 15 some kund of Jeather probably cow h‘dc’ld
and 1 can t pollute myself by siung oo 3. 1 wish you had &0
me before going out to buy

Sraram examiged the seat keenly dustedat, tapped 18 with ks
patm and sad “Thus 15 not leather Granny 1t 15 only canvas

What 13 canvas mads of 2 she asked

Sriram smd ¥ have no 1den, snd she completed the Znswe
with, Canvas 13 only another pame for Jeather X don ¢ wrat it
You sleep on iz 1f you fike

He followed this sdvice totheletter Al day he Iounged on this
canvas seat and Jooked at the cmling or réad 4 tattered novel
bostowed from the mumapal bbrary  When evening came B¢
vissted the Bombay Anand Bhavan snd ordered a log of sweets and
dehcacres washed them down wuth coffee  After that he
picked up 2 beeda covered with coloured coconut graungs chewed
1t with great contentment and went for 8 stroll along the nver
o saw the latest Temd filre 1o the Regal Pcoure Palace,

Tt was an imruified, quet costence which went on without
a break for the next four years the passing of tune betag hardly
neueed 1o this echeme—except when one or the other of the
fesuvals of the season tumed vp and s granny waoted fum 10
‘bnng somethueg from the market  Another Dasamal or Another
Degpavah? 11 [ooks as though X hghted crackers ouly yesterday!
he would cry susprised at the passage of rumne

§
hlt was Aprl. The summer sun hone Iike & ruthless ar

mp—~and aif the water m the well evaporated and the road<ust
‘became bleached and weightless and ﬂcwp':;m ke flour spnym“i:
off the grading wheels  Granny said gs Stram was startng

cut for the eventag  Why dont you ferch some JAgYETY
for tomorrow &nd some yasmine for the prpa?  He had planned
to go wley Extension today and not o ¢+

and fie {elt refuctant coobbge her  Butshe was imnaist
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“Tomorrow 15 New Year’s Day®
Already another New Year!’ he cried. It seems as though
we celebrated one yesterday *

‘Whether yesterday or the day before, 1t’s 2 New Year’s Day
I want certamn thungs for its celebranon. If you are not gomg,
T’ll go myself It’s not for me! It’s only to make some sweet
stuff for you’

Grumbling a great deal, he got up, dressed umself, and
started out  When he arnived at the Market he was pleased that
his granny had forced lum to go there.

As he approached the Market Fountun a pretty gul came up
and stopped hum

“Your contnbution?’ she asked, shaking a sealed tin collection
box

Sniram’s throat went dry and no sound came. He had never
been spoken to by any girl before, she was slender and young,
with cyes that «parkled with happmess He wanted to ask,
‘How old arc you? What caste arc you? Where 1s your horos-
cope?  Arcyou free to marry me  She Jooked so different from
the beauty 1n Kanni'’s shop, his enitical faculties were at once alert,
and he realized how shallow was the other beauty, the Curopean
queen, and wondered that he had ever given her a thought.
He wouldn’t look at the picture agamn even if Kanm should give
1t to hym free

The girl rmtded the money-box. The sound brought him
back from his revenze, and he sud, “Yes, Yes’, he fumbled n
his sibba side-pochet for Joose change and brought out a2n aght-
anna silver comn and dropped 1t into the slot.  The gurl smiled at
him 1n return and went away, seemng to move with the Lightest
of steps ke a dancer  Sniram had a wald hope that she would let
tam touch her hand, but she moved off and disappeared into the
market crowd

‘What a dangerous thung for such 2 beauty to be about!” he
thought It was a busy hour with cycles, horse carnagesand
motor-cars passing down the road, and a josting crowd was

moving 1 and out of the arched patewsny of the market. People
were carrying vepetables, rolls of banana leaves and all kinds of
New Year purchases  Young urchins were hanging sbout
with bakets on thar heads sohanng  ‘Cooly, sir, cooly?
She had disappeared nto the market like a bird phiding on wings
He felt that he wanted to sing 2 song for her But she was pone,
He realized he hadn t even esked what the contribution was for



Hewiahed he hadn t gwven just a mckel but thrust 2 ten rupee note
o her collection box (he could afford 1) and thar would have
green bher 2 betier impression of hum, and possibly have made her
stmd and tafk o um.  He should have asked her where she
lived.  What & fool not to have held her up  He ought to have
empued all lus money mto her money box.  She had vanihed
through the market arch
He vagndy followed this ted hopog that he wauld beable
to catch woother Punpse of ber ¥ ever he saw ber agam he
would take chasge of the money box zod make the collection
for her whatever 1t rupht be for — He dooked over the crowd for
s gluoopse zgun of the white san over the shoulders of the
yosting crowd, sround the vegetable stalls Bat 1t was a
hopeless quest, not a chance of seemg her agmn. Who could
she be 2nd where did she come from? Could 1 be that she was
the denghiter of 2 judge or mught she be an other worldly creature
who had come suddenly to meet hun and whom he did vot know
bawto trext? What 2 foolhe was  He felt how sadly be lacked
the necessary poluh for such encounters  That was why it was
weed o b to go to a college gnd pass his BA - Those who
went to cofleges and passed thesr BA were certawnly people who
Joew how to conduct themselves before girls
passed mto the market arch m the direction she took
Arthe fiy ndden jaggery-shop be sad tentauvely A fot of people
are abou eptiecumg money for af sorts of tngs
sazpery soerchant said sourly ' Who will not colfect money
o there are people to gee ¥
Xsaw 3 gl poghing a money box. Even girls have taken to e
Sram sd, holding bus breath, hopiog to hear somethuog
“Oh, that, the other sad, X too had to gave some cash We
havetn. Wecan trefuse.
“Who 2 she ?* Snraw asked unable 1o carry on diplomaucally
2ty farther
The yrgpery merchant threw a swift Jook 2t hir wheeh scemed
soecting, and sud  She has something to do with
Mzhatra Gandba and s collecung & fund  You know the
Maharna s comung. ;
Snptm cme out of an ape-old somnolesce and
woke to the fact that Malguds was about to hav
" e the honour of



In that huge gathening sitting on the sands of Sarayu, awaiing
the arnival of Mahatma Gandhy, Sriram was a tiny speck  There
were a Jot of volunteers clad in white Khaddar moving around the
dats  The chromuum stand of the mucrophone gleamed in the
sun Police stood atout here and there Busybodies were
going about asking people to remam calm and silent  People
obeyed them  Sriram envied these volunteers and busybodies
their importance, and wondered if he could do anything to attain
the same status The sands were warm, the sun was scvere
The crowd sat on the ground uncomplaimngly

The mver flowed, the leaves of the huge banyan and peepul
trees on the banks rustled, the wuting crowd kept up a steady
babble, constartly punctuated by the pop of soda-water bottles,
longitudinal cucumber slices, crescent-shaped, and brushed up
with the peel of 2 ime dipped 1n salt, were disappearing from the
wooden tray of a vendor who was announang 1n a subdued
tone (as a concesston to the comng of a great man), ‘Cucumber
for thirst, the best for thirst’ He had wound a green Turkish
towel around his head s 2 protection from the sun

Sniram felt parched, and looked at the tray longingly He
wished he could go up and buy a crescent  The thought of
biting 1nto 1ts cool succulence was tantalizing  He was at a
distance and if he left hus scat he d have no chance of getung back
tot  He watched a lot of others giving their cash and working
thar tecth into the crescent ‘Waung for the Mahatma
makes one very thirsty, he thought

Every ten munutes someone started o canard that the great
man had armved, and it created a stirin the crond It becamea
johe, something to relieve the tedium of waiung  Any person,
a mucrophone hitter or @ volunteer, who dared to cross the dass
w1s greeted with laughter and booing from 2 hundred thousand
throats A lot of famibar characters, such ss an old teacher of
his and the pawnbroler in Market Road, made themselves
unrecognizable by weanng white Khaddarcaps  They feltit was
the nght dress to wear on thus occaston  * That Khaddar Store
ofT the Market Fountamn must havedone aroanng busmessinwhite
caps today,” Sniram thought  Tar off, pulled obscurely 10 one
side was a police van with o pumber of men peening through the
safety gnlt

There was a sudden lull w! en Gandhi amived on the platform .
and took lus seat

That s Mahader Desar,’ someone whispered into Sniram s ears

ey



Who 1s the man behund Gandhiy1?
Thats Mr Natesh our Mumapal Chairman
Someone sneered at the mention of hus name ~ Some people
1y adopt p when Mat rrives
Otherwise how can they have a ride 1n the big procession and 3
seat on the dais ?
Over the talk the amplfiers burst out Please please be

ent
Mahatma Gandhi stood on the dais with hus palms brought
together 1 a salute A mughty cry sang out Mahatma Gandiu
ki Ja! Then he raised lus arm “and instantly a stlence fell on
the gathertng He clapped lus hands rythmucally and sard
I want you all to keep this up this beating for a while  People
were half hearted  And the voice in the amphfier boomed
Nogood Notenough I like to see more vigour tn your arms
more rhythm more spmnt It must be hke the drum beats of
the non violent soldiers marching on to cur the chains that bind
Mother Indta T want to hear the great beat I Like to sec all
arms up raised and clapping  There 1s nothing to be
ashmed of n1t I want to see umty inat I want you all to do
it with a single mind  And at once every man woman and
child rassed their arms and clapped over their heads

Sniram wondered for a moment of 1t would be necessary for
fum to add hus quota to this volurinous noise  He was hesitant

I sec someone 1n that corner not quite willing to join us
Come on you will be proud of this preparation

And Sriram felt he had been found out and followed the lead

Now a mughty choral chant began Raghupatht Raghava Raja
Ram Patkitka Pavana Seetka Ram to a stmple tune led by a
girl at the muicrophone It went on and on and ccased when
‘Mahatman began hus speech  Natesh mnterpreted 1n Tamil what
Gandhisaid :n Hindi At the outset Mahatma Gandiu explamed
that he d speak only in Hindi a3 a matter of principle I will
not address you m Epghsh  Its the Ianguage of our rulers It
hes enslaved us I very much wish I could speak to you 1 your
own sweet language Tamul but alas I am too hard pressed for
time to master 1t now although I hope if God 1n His infinite
merey grants me the Iongevity due to me that 13 one hundred
and rwenty five years I shall be able next ime to speakto you
Tamul without troubling our friend Natesh

“Natesh has a knack of g good
murmured 1n en #gpricved tone
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‘Runs with the hare and hunts with the hounds,’ said a school-
master

‘He knows all of them mnside out. Dont imagine the old
gentleman does not know whom he 1s dealing with

‘I notice two men there tallung,’ boomed Gandhiis voice
‘It’s not good to talk now, when perhaps the one next to you 1s
anxtous to isten If you disturb his hearmng, 1t 1s one form of
hmsa®  And at once the commentators lowered their heads
and became silent  People were afraid 1o stir or speak

Mahatma Gandhi sad I see before meavastarmy  Every-
one of you has certamn good pownts and certain defects, and you
must all strive to discipline yourselves before we can hope to
attain freedom for our country  An army s dlways in traimng
and keeps mself 1 good shape by regular dnll and discplne
We, the aitizens of this country, are all soldiers of a nonsviolent
army, but even such an army has to practise a few things daily
1 order to keep itself 1n proper condition we do not have to
baskmthesunandery ‘Left’ or “Right”  DButwc haveasystem
of our own to follow thats Ram Dhun, spinmng on the charka
and the practice of absolute Truth and Non violence’

At the next evening s mecting Snirem secured a nearer seat
He now understood the technigue of attending these gatherings
If he hesitated and looked umud, people pushed hum back and
down But if he looled like someone who owned the place,
cver one Jtood aside to let him pass  He vore a pair of large
dark glasses which gave hum, he felt, an authonitat: ¢ Jookh  He
strode through the crotd  The place wis cut up into sectors
with stochades of bamboo, so that people were penned mn groups
He assumed a tone of bluster which carrted lum through the
various obstacles and brought him to the first row night below the
dais It took him funther anay from the sellers of cucumbe,
and nerated water who operated on the finge of the vast crond
But there was another adv-ntage 1n this place  he found himself
beside the enclosure wlere the women were as embled  Mostof
them were without ornaments, knowing Gandhip's aversion to
all show and luxury  Even then they were an attrecine Jot, i
their sars of varied co’ouss, and Stiram sat uzrshamedhs s anne
at the pathering hus favourte hobly for the rmoment Lenp to
speculate on what type he would prefer for a wite

e fancied humself the centre of attracuen 1f any womren -
happened to look 1n his direction. Oh she 1s impressed
my plisses—tabes me to te a btop fellow, I suppoce
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recollected Gandhiis suggestion on the previous day All
women are your sisters and mothers  Never Jook at them with
thoughts of Tust  If you are troubled by such thoughts this 15
the remedy walk with your head down looking at the ground
during the day and with your eyes up looking at the stars at
might  He had said this m answering a question that someone
from the audience had put to um  Sriram felt uncomfortable
at the recollectton  He will probably read my thoughts It
seemed 1o be a risky business sitting so near the dais

Gandhi seemed to be a man who spotted disturbers and
cross thinkers however far away they sat  He was sure to catch
‘him the moment he arsived on the platform and say You
there! Come up and make a clean breast of 1t Tell this assem
bly what your thoughts were  Don t look mn the direction of
the guels at all 1f you cannot control your thoughts  Sriram
resolutely looked away in another direction where men were
seated A most and boring coll of human
faces wherever I turn I see only some shopkeeper or 2 school
master  What 1s the use of spending one s life looking at them ?
Very soon unconsciously he turned agan towards th  women
teling humself So many sisters and mo.hers I wish thev would
let me speak to them  Of course 1 have no evil thoughts in my
mind at the moment

Presently Mahatm 1 asc naed the platform and Sriram
hasuly took his eyes off the ladies and joined in the hand clapping
with well timed devotion and then 1n the singing of Raghupaths
Raghava Raya Ram  After that Gandhi spoke on non violence
and explained how 1t could be practised mn daily kfe Itisa
perfectly sumple procedure provided you have faithin1t - Ifyou
watch yourself you will averd all actions big or small and all
thoughts however obscure which may cause pain to another
If youare watchful 1t wil come to you naturally hesard  When
someone has wronged you or has done something which appears
o you to be evil just pray for the destruction of thatevil  Cul
tivate an extra affection for the person 2nd you will find that you
areable tobring about a changeinhim  Two thousand years ago
Jesus Christ meant the same thing when he sard  Turn the
ather check,

Thus he went on  Sometumes Sriram felt 1t impossible to
follow his words  He could not grasp what he was saying but
he Jooked rapt he tried to concentrate and understand  This
was the first time he felt the need to try and follow something




the first ume that he found himself at a disadvantage. Until
now he had had a conviction, especially after he began to operate
his own bank account, that he understood everything m hfe.
This was the first ume he was assailed by doubts of hrs own
prowess and understanding  When Mahatmap spoke of vn-
touchability and caste, Sriram reflected, “There must be a great
deal 1n what he says  We always think we are supenor people.
How Granny bullies that ragged scavenger who comss toonr
house every day to sweep the backyard! Granny was so orthodox
that she would not lct the cavenger approach nearer than ten
yards, and habitually adopted 2 bullying tone while eddressing
him. Snram also took a devalish pleasure 1n jommg the banng
and finding fault with the scavenger’s work, although he nover
pawd the shghtest attention to their comments  He simply went
about hus business, driving his broom vigorously end interrupting
humself only to ask, When will master give me zn old shurt he
promused so long ago ?’

He suddenly noticed on the das the girl who h2d jingled 2
money-box 1n his face a few days ago, at the market.  She wes
clad 1n a sar: of Khaddar, white home-spun, and he potroed how
wellit suited her  Before, he had felt that the weanog of Khaddar
was a fad, that 1t was apparel fit only for cranks, but now he
realized 1t could be the lovehest of stufl. He paused for a
moment to consider whether 1t was the wearer who wes ennchung
the cloth or whether the matenal was good 1 wself But be
had to put off the whole problem. It was no time for abstract
considemations  There she stood, like a vision beside the micro-
phone, on the high dais, commanding the whole scene, a person
who was worthy of standing beside Mahatmsps mucrophone.
How confidently she faced the crowd! He wished he could go
about announcing, ‘I know who that 1s beside the mxcrophons
1nto which Mahatmayt s speaking®  The only trouble wzs that
if they turned and asked him, What s her name? he would feel
lost It would be awkward to say, ‘I dont know, she came
nngling 1 collection box the other day at the merket. Iwnh X
could say where she Ines T should be pratcful for eny infor-
mation’

At this moment applause rang out zad he jomned 1nit. Gandhin
held up lushand tosay, Itss notenough for you toclep your hands
and show your appreciation of me. 1 sm not prepared 10 acoept
it all so eastly 1 want you really to make sure of a chanee n
your hearts before vou ever think of ssking the Bratnsh to Jeave
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the shores of Indr.  t's 23 very well for you to take up the cry
and creste e uprosr  But that's not encugh 1 want you to
clear your bearts and munds snd make certam thatonly Jove resudes
there, ead there 13 no residue of bitemess for post hutory
Only then can you say to the British  Please leave thus country to
be managed or musmanaged by us, that s Purely our own busiess,
and come back any tme you bke 2 our friend and dustiogusshed
guest, not as out rulers, znd you will ind Jobn Bull packung tus
suitcase.  But be sure you have i your heart Jove and not
bitternesy

Srirem told hemself lookang at the vision bessde the mucro-
phone, “Defintely 1t's not hanterness ¥ love her

“‘But, Mshaunay was saying 13 have the shighsest susprcion
that your beart 1s not pure or that there 3s b tterness there 1d
rather have the Baush sty on It s the lesser of two evils

Stiram thopght Ob revered Mabarmay have no doabt thsr
1wy beart ts pure and withoot bitterness  How can I have any
bitterness 1n my hewrt for 3 creature who Jooks so divis?

She wex 2t & great height on the piatform and her features
were not very clear an the afiernoon sua which seemed 1 set
her fice ablaze.  She mughe be quite dack and yet wear a tempo-
ranly farr face Hlommed by the sun or she maght really be far
1f she wexe dark, without a doubt s grendmother would not
spprove of hus marrying her  Yn apy case 1t was unlkely that
they would bave her blessing sinee ske had other plans for us
marnage & brothers granddaughter brought up w humbum
= most bomble countrified gl who would guard hus cash I
Grandmothes was s sokeatous of hus money she was weloome 12
take: 1t alf and hand 1t 10 the Kumbum girl  Thar would be the
lesser of tvo evals but he wonld not marry the Kumbum gud
an ynnghtly creomice with a tight ody braud falbng on her nape
and dressed sp 2 gaudy village san when the thang to do was to
wear Khaddar He would refuse to look at anyore who did not
wear khadr khadt slone was poing 0 save the aation from russ
and get the Eaghsh out of India, a5 that venerable saint Mahat
map explaed ununngly  He felt sad and depressed at the
thought that 1o the 1enneth century there were sull people Like
the Kumborm gl whom he had seen many many years sgo when
tus uncle camoe down 10 engage & Jawyer for & cavil sust 1 the

=3
Sriram wanted to g0 and astare the gul on the grandstand
that he filly and wahout the shghtest reservauon approved of
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her outlook and habits It was imperative that he should approach
her and tell her that He seized the chance at the end of the
meeting

Mshatmaj started to descend from the platform There
was a gencral rush forward, and & number of volunteers began
pushing back the crowd, imploring people not to choke the space
around the platform  Mahatmay himself seemed to be oblivious
of all the turmoil going on around im  Sriram found a gap 1n
the cordon made by the volunteers and shipped through  The
heat of the sun hit him on the nape, the huge trees on the river s
edge rustled above the din of the crowd, birds were creating a
furore 1n the branches, being unaccustomed to so much nosse
below  The crowd was so great that Sriram for 8 moment forgot
where he was, which part of the town he was 1n, and but for the
noise of the birds would not have remembered he wes on the
banks of Sarayu If that girl can be with Mahatmap I can also
be there,’ he told lumself indignantly as he threaded his way
through the crowd  There was a plethora of whate-capped young
men, volunteers who cleared a way for Mahatman to move in
Sriram felt that 1t would have been so much better if he had not
made lumself so conspicuously different with his half-arm shirt
and mull dhon, probably products of the hated mulls He
feared that any moment someone mught discover hum and put
bim out If they challenged um and aked, *Who are you?
he telt he wouldn t be able to answer coherently, or he mught
just retort, Who do you think you are tallang to, that girl suppo-t-
g the Mahatmn s fanubiar tome T am going to know her, but
don tash me her name  She came with a collection box one day
at the market *

But n» such occaston arose  No one questioned him and
he was soon muixed up with a group of people wallung behund
Mahatma in the lone made by the volunteers, 2 cronds hined
the sides  He deaded 1o keep going ufl he was stopped I
someone stopped him he could alwavs tum round and go home
They \mukr not kil hum for w znyway hallingl e was
amused at the word no word could be more inconpruous inthe
vicimty of one who would not hurt eien the Frotsh  One
could be confident e would not Iet a would be follower be
<ltughtered by hus volunteers

Irecent!y Stmam found humself 1n stch o poution of vantape
that he o tall fea- ot baire t den fo anan rude and walked
alone with ajaunty and farulia- niry so that people | ring the route <7
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looked on bum with iterest  Heheard s namecalled  Sturamt
An old man who used 10 be lus teacher years before was calling
hm  Even in his present sstuation Stiram could not easdy
break away from the call of 2 teacher 1t was almost & reflex bt
hesitated for 2 moment wondering whether he would not do well
0 rin aWay without appeaning to noce the call but almost as if
seading his mind hus teacher called agamn A moment! Sniram
He stopped 10 have & word with fus master an old man who had
wrapped fumself 10 8 coloured shaw! sad looked hike an apostle
with 8 shight beard growmg on tus chun He goipped Snsams
elbow eagerly and asked Have you jomned them?

Whom ?

Them-—— sad the teacher posntag

Snram hesitsted for 8 moment wonderng what he shonld
reply end mumbled I mean to

Very good very good suid the master  In spite of your
marks I always knew that you would go far smart fellow  You
zre not dull bus ondy lazy  Xf you worked well you could always
score fest~class marks hike anyone else but you were always lazy
1 remermber how you stammered when asked whach wasthe capatal
of England Hol Ho! he laughed at the memory  Smam
became restive and wriggled an his grip

The teacher saxd X am proud to see you here my boy  Josn
the Congress work for the country you will go far God bless
you

1 am glad you think so sir sazid Sturam and tumed to dash
away
The teacher put tus face close to hus and ssked m a whsper
hat will Mabatman do now zfter goiag 1o there?
Where? Suram ssked not knowimng where Gaodhs was gong

although he was folfowing hun
Into fus but  rephied the teacher
He wlk probably rest ¢ Stirare hee}

to dash off If he allowed too great & distauce to develop between
tumself and the group they ought not admst hum in at alf

A litle boy thrast pamself forward sud asked  Can you get me

Cemn? e ;Cd pS t; gl k

rtanly not IR gen strugghng to release

humnself from hus ‘cacelfcr‘s hold gty sehng

His reacher whispered sn dus ear  Whatever happens don t
Iet down our country

No sir nmever I promuse tepled Snram gently pushung
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away his old master and running after the group, which were fast
disappearing from hus view
They were approaching a wichet gate made of thorns and
bamboo He saw the girl going ahead to open the gate He
sprmnted forward as the crowd watched  He had an added assur-
ance 1n his steps now he felt that he belonged to the Congress
The teacher had put a new 1dea tnto hus head and he almost felt
he was a veteran of the party  He soon joined the group and he
had mustered enough pluck to step up beside the girl It was
a proud moment for hin  He looked at her  She did not seem
to notice hus presence  He sweated all over with excitement and
panted for breath, but could not make out the details of her per-
sonality, complexton or features Howeser, he noted with
satisfaction that she was not very tall, himself being of medium
height  Gandhi was saying somethuing to her and she was
nodding and smiling He did not understand what they were
saying, but he also smiled out of sympatheticrespect  He wanted
to look as much like them as possible, and cursed himself for the
hundredth time that day for being dressed 1n mull cloth
The Mahatma entered hi, hut  This was one of the dozen
huts belonging to the city sweepers who Iived on the banks of the
niver It was probably the worst arca in the town, and an exagge-
ration even to call them huts, they were just hovels, put together
with rags, tin-sheets, and shreds of coconut matting, all crowded
in anyhow, with scratchy fowls cackling sbout and children
growing n the street dust  The muniaipal services were nesther
extended here nor missed, although the people iving in the hovels
were employed by the mumaipality for scavenging work mn the
town They were paid ten rupees n month per head, and since
they worked 1n families of four or five, cach had a considerable
income by Malguds stand1rds  They hardly eser Ined 1 ther
huts, spending all their ume around the mumapal bmlding or at
the wﬁ; shop run by the government nearby, which absorbed
all thetr earnings  These men spent less than a tenth of therr
income on food or clothing always depending upon mendicancy
1 ther off hours for survval  Deep into the mught ther voices
could be heard clamounng for alms, in all the semi-dark streets
of Malgudi  Troublesome children were silenced at the sound
of thetr u;:pronch These possessions were few , 1f 2 cow ora cal”
died 1n the aty they were aalled 1n to carry o the carcacs and
then the colony at the nver s edge bnightered up, for thev beld 2
ferst on the flesh of the dead amimal and made mones out of 1.3
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tude Reformer looked on with wrath and horror but did hittle
else since as an untouchable class they Lived outside the town
limts beyond Nallappa s Grove where nobody went and they
used only a part of the niver on its downward course

This was the background to the Lfe of the people 1n whose
camp Gandht had elected to stay dunng his visit to Malgudt
It had come as & thunderbolt on the Mumnicipal Chairman M
Natesh who had been for wecks preparng his palatial house
Neel Bagh i the Lawley E: for.

Gandhis  His arguments as to why he alone should be Mahatma
s host seemed unassailable 1 have spent two lakhs on the bwid
1ng my garden and lawns alone have cost me twenty five thousana
rupees so far  What do you think I have done 1t for? Iama
sumple man sir my peeds are very simple I don t need any
luxury I canlLiveinahut but the reason I have built 1t on this
scale 1s so that I should be able for at least once 1n my hfetime to
recesve 2 great soul bke Mahatman  This 1s the only house 1n
which he can stay comfortably when he comes to this town
Let me say without appeaning to be boastful that 1t 15 the biggest
and the best furn.shed house 1n Malgud: and we as the people of
Malguds have a responsibility to give hum our very best so how
can we house him 1 any lesser placa?

The Reception Commttee applavded speeck  The Distnet
Collector who was the head of the district and the District
Supermtendent of Police who was mext to him i authonty
attended the meeting as ex officio members

A dissenung voice sard ' Why not give the Crreurt House for
Mahaumay ?

The Carcust House on the edge of the town wa an old East
India Company building standing on an acre of land on the
Trunk Road Robert Clive was supposed to have halted there
while marching to reheve the seige of Trichmopoly ‘The
atizens of Malgudi weve very proud of this building and never
mssed an opportunity to show it off to anyone visiing the town
and 1t always housed the distingushed visitors who came this
way It was 2 marter of prestige for Governors to be put up
there  Even in this remote spot they had arranged to have all

e1r I d hed with k sanitary
firungs 10 the bathrooms It was also known as the Glass House
by virtue of a glass fronted bay room from which the distingushed
guests could watch the wild animals that were supposed to
stray near the building at mght 1n those days
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The dissenting voice 1 the Reception Commuttee said, “Is 1t
the privilege of the ruling race alone to be gnen the Circust
House® Is our Mzahatmay unworthy of 1t?

The Collector, who was the custodian of Briush presnge,
rose to a point of order and adminsstered a gentle reproof to the
man who spoke ‘It 15 not good to go beyond the relevant facts
at the moment If we have considered the Circwt House as
unsuitable 1t 1s because we have no ume to nig 1t up for recening
Mr Gandh’

It was a point of professional honour for him to say Mr Gandhi
and not Aahkatma, and but for the fact that as the Collector he
could close the entire meeung and put all the members behind
bars under the Defence of India Act, many would have protested
and walked out, but they held their peace and he drove home the

ot
P Since Mr Gandha s arnival has been a sudden deasion, we are
naturally unable to get the bwlding ready for hum, 1f I may say
50, our chairman s house scems to suit the purpose and we must
be grateful to hum for so kundly obhiging us

‘And I am arranging to mosc to the Glass House leaving my
house for Mahatmap s occupation

That seemed to deaide 1t, and his partisans cheered loudly
It was resolved by ten votes to one that Mahatmay should stay
1n Neel Bagh, and the chairman left the meeting with a heaws,
senous look  He wrote to Gandhupi s secretary, recemving areplh
which he read at the next meeting Mahatma Gandhi washes that
no parucular trouble should be taken about hus lodming and that
the matter may be convenently ieft over till he 15 actuall,
there '

The counal debated the meaning of the comrunicanion and
finally concluded that 1t only meant that though the Mahatma
was unwilling 10 be commutted to anything he would not refuse
to occupy Neel Bagh

The dissenting vorce said, ‘How do you Fnow that he does not
mean something else®’

But he was «oon overnhelmed by the gentle reprimand of the
Collector  The commun cation was finally urderstood to fre n,
‘T ¥now Mahatmap s nmund, he does not want 1o trouble 2nyone
1f 1018 2 troable’

‘He probabhy does not kno'v that it 1s ro trouble fo- us ar all*

‘Quite so quite <0, sz d arother soottsaves Ard they
were all pleased at thus terpctation —
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A further comp was rased by who
wanted to create a pleasant impression on the Chairman Let
us not forget that Mahatmays takes up his residence at Burla
‘House at Delhu and Calcutta Iam sure he will have no objection
to staying in a palanal building like the one our Chairman has

t

‘Thedissenting voice saad  Had we better not write and ask if we
have understood lum night and get his confirmation ?

He was not allowed to complete his sentence but was hissed
down and the District Superintendent of Police added slowly
Even for secunty arrangements any other place would present
difficuties

For this sentiment he recetved an appreciative nod from his
superior the District Collector

When Gandh arrived he was ceremonsously received all the
big w gs of Malgudi and the local gentry being mtroduced to um
one by one by the Chairman of the mumicipality The police
attempted to contral the crowd which was constantly shouting
‘Mahatma Gandht ki Ja  When the Chairman read hus address
of welcome at the elaborately constructed archway outside the
ralway station he could hardly be heard much to his chagrin
He had spent a whole week composing the text of the address
with the help of & local journalist adding whatever would show
off exther hug patriotism or the enunent positton Malgud: occupred
1n the country s lfe  The Collector had taken the trouble to go
through the address before 1t was sent for printing 1n order to
make sure that 1t contained no msult to the British Empare that
1t id not under the war effort and that it 1 no way betrayed
military secrets  He had to censor it 1n several places where the

compared Malgudi to Switzerland (the Collector
scored th 13 out because he felt 1t mught embarrass a neutral state)
a reference to the hosiery trade (since the Censor felt this was a
blatant ad vertisement for the Chairman s goods and 1n any case
he did not want enemy planes to come Jooking for this msutution
thinking 1t was a camoutlage forthe mannfacture of war material)
and all those passages which hunted at the work done by Gandhip
1n the political field. The picture of him as a social reformer was
left intact and even enlarged anyone who read the address
would conclude that politics were the last thing that Mahatmay
was uerested mn In any case i view of the reception the
Collector mught well have Jeft the whole thing alone since cries
of Mahatmay ki Jar and Down with the Municpal Charman
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made the speech inaudible The crowd was so noisy that
Mahatmap had to remonstrate once or twice When he held
up hus hand the crowd subsided and waited to listen to him
He said quietly, Thus 1s sheer Jack of order, which I cannot
commend  Your Chairman 1s reading something and I am in
courtesy bound to know what he 1s saying  You must all keep
quiet  Let him proceed ’

‘No’, cried the crowd  We want to hear Mahatmay and not
the Municipal Chairman ’

Yes,’ rephed Mahatmap  “You will soon hear me, i about an
hour on the banks of your Sarayu River  That s the programme
as framed’

By whom ?*

‘Never mund by whom It has my approval That 1s how
1t stands On the sands of Sarayu in about an hour Your
Chuirman has agreed to let me off wathout a reply to fus very kund
address  You will have to histen to what he has to say because I
very much wishto

1 lus quietened the mob somewhat and the Chairman continued
his reading of the address, although he loo\ed inumudated by the
exchanges  The Collector looked displeased and fidgety, fecling
he ought to have taken mnto custody the dissenting member, who
had perhaps started all this trouble i the crond  He leaned
over and whispered to the Charrman, Dont bother, read on
lasurely  You don t have to rush through, but the Chairman
only wished to come to the end of his reading, he was anxious to
be done with the address before the crownd burst out agun He
did not complete his message a sccond too s0o0n, 8s presently
the crowd broke into a tremendous uproar, wlich forced the
Police Supenntendent hasuly to go down and sce what was the
matter, et acuon which had to be tal en with & lot of discretion
«ince Gandhu dishked all police arrangements

Through archways and nngiog cnies of  Gandh ka Ju,
Gandht drove 1n the huge Bentlev wiuch the Churman had left
at fus disposal  People sat on trees and house-tops all alone the
was and cheered Gandhipashepassed . The police had cordoned
off vanous s1de strects that Jed off from the Market Road, <o
the pas age was clear from the httle Malgud: station to Lawlsy
Fxtention  ‘There were police everywkere, althouph the Distnt
Superirtend~nt of Palice felt that th ¢ secunts arancements fad
not been sausfactory  All st ops ad brea closed 2nd all schrols,
and the who'e town }ad po=c into fosuvity v this eccusion
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School children felt delghted at the thought of Gandhs  Office
goers were happy and even banks were closed They wated
1 the sun for hours saw hum pass in tus Bentley 8 white-clad
figure farr skinned and radiant with his palms pressed together
1 a salute

When they entcred Neel Bagh whose masstve gates were of
cast wron patternied after the gates of Buckingham Palace the
Chairman, who was seated in the front seat  waited to be asked
“Whose house 1s this? But Gandhp did not seem to nonce any
thing  They passed through the dnve with hedges tnmmed
flower pots putting forth exotic blooms and lawns stretchuing
away on cither side and he kept hus ears alert to catch any remark
that Gandhup mght fet fall but sull he said nothing  He was
busy looking through some papers which hs secretary had passed
to lum

The thought that Gandhys was actually wthin his gates
sent a thrill of oy up and down the Chairman s spme  He had
arranged everything moely  All lus own things for a few days
had been sent off to the Circust House (which the Collector had
gven fum on condition that he himewash its walls and repant ats
wooden doors and shutters)  He felt a theill at the thought of us
own sacrifice  Some years before he could never have thought
of us own a1r cond d suite and ch; o reside
at the Circust House for snybody’s sake  The Chatrman had
now surtendered his whole house to Gandlup  No doubt 3t was
g enough to accommodate hus own famly without interfering
with fus venerable guest and fus party (a rmscellzneous gatherng
of men and women dressed 1n white Xhaddar who attended
‘on Mahatrmays 1n various capacities who all looked alike and whose
names he could never clearly grasp) but he did not like to stay
on because 1t seem-~d impossible to live under the same roof with
such a distioguihed man and to take away a httle from the
sense of patnotic sacrifice that hus action entailed  So he deaded
to transfer humself to the Circust House

He had effected 8 few alterations 1n hus house such as substitu
nng khaddar hangings for the gaudy chintz that had adorned
Tus doorways and windows and had taken down the pictures of
huntng gentry vague gods and kings  He had even the temeruy
to remove the picture of George Vs wedding and substitute
pictures of Maulana Azad Jawaharial Nehru Saropm Nadu
Motttal Nehru C. Raysgopalachart and Annie Besant  He had
ordered his works manager 10 secure within a given tme all the
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available portraits of our national leaders’, a wholesale order which
was satisfactonily executed, and all the other pictures were taken
down and sent off to the basement room  He had also discreetly
managed to get a prcture of Knishna discoursing to Arjuna on
Bhagavad-Gita, knowing well Gandhr’s bias towards Bhagavad-
Gita.  He had kept on the windowsill and 1n 2 few other places &
few specumens of Charka (spinning wheels)

No film decorator sought to create atmosphere with greater
deliberation  He worked all the previous mght to atttun this
cffect, and had also sccured for hum.elf a khaddar jibba and a
white Gandin cap, for lus wafe a vhute khaddar sars, and for his
son a complete outfit in khaddar  His car drove nearly a hundred
mules within the aty 1 order to search for a white khaddar cap
to fit hus six year old sons dohicho-cephalic head, and on his
shart front he hed embroidered the tricolour and a spinning wheel

Now he hoped as he approached the mam building that hus
wife and son would emerge in their proper make-up to mect
Gandht he hoped s wnfe would have had the good sense to
take away the dizmond studs not only 1n her cars but also 1n thar
son’s He had forgotten to caution them about it. The
moment the car stopped 1 the decorated porch of the house, the
Chairman jumped down, held the door open and helped
Mahatman to alight

“You are mo-t welcome to this humble abode of muine, great
sire,’ he said an confuston, unable to talk coherently  Mahatmap
got down from the car and looked at the house

‘Is tlus your house? he asked

‘Yes, sir, by the grace of God I buwilt 1t four years ago, the
Charrman said, his throat poimng drv

He led Gandhi up the veranda steps  He had placed o
divan 1n the veranda covered wath khaddar prninted cloth  He
seated Gandht o1 1¢ aod eshed hus secretany mn g vheeper *May
I give Mahatmap a glassful of orange juice? The oranges are
from my own cstetes in Mempr® A number of visitoss and a
my ocllancou  crowd of people were passing 1o sad out. It
scemad to the Charman that Mahatmap's peerence had the
effect of knocking down the wall, of 2 hoase, end corverting
it into a public place—but that wos the price ore had to pay for
having the preat man thee People sere squatuny ontbe la vns
and the Chasrman saw helples Iy that «ome vere pluckinr flowens
1n us gnnual bed, which had been tend~d by hus muriapal over-
seers
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-



Gandhi turned m his direction and asked “What were you
saying? His secretary communicated the offer of oranges

Gandhi said  “Yes most welcome. I shall be happy to look st
the oranges grown in your own gardens

Thc(]lummmunmﬂysbommdmmmedbunngahrgc
tray filled with umform golden oranges  He was panting with
the effort.  He had gone so far in self-abnegaton that he would
1ot accept the services of Ins usual attendants  He placed the
tray 1n front of Mahatmaj.

My humble offering to & great man  these are from my own
cxthndsunth:Munpxhilk, hesmd, “They were plucked this

Thmh:asbd. My I have the honovr of giving you a glass of
orangejuice? You must have had a tirng day
The Mahatma declined, cxplammg that st was not his hour for

'was fragrant
the lutle guls he saw m the gathering ‘The Charman felt
chagrmed at the thooght that the event was developung into a
children sparty  After the oranges nndﬂawush:hnpodlhxuhc
chﬂgi:;xwmldl?vc,blmhefoulnddmmmhm “Theyare
probably warting for apples, now Isupposc! he reflected bitter]
Gandi had completely His >



The Chairman regretted that both the District Supenintendent
of Police and the Collector had tumned away at his Buckingham
Palace gate a‘ter escorting the procession that far as an act of
official courtesy 1fthey were here now, they would haye managed
thecrowd Fora moment he wondered with real anxiety whether
the crowd proposed to stay there all night  But his problem
was unexpectedly solved for hum  Mahatmap saw one child
standing apart from the rest—a small dark fellow with a protrud-
g belly and wearing nothing over hus body except a cast-off
knstred vest, adult size, full of holes, which reached down to his
anhles  The boy stood aloof from the rest, on the very edge of
the crond  His face was covered with mud, *us feet were durty,
he had stuck his fingers mnto hus mouth and was watching the
proceedings on the veranda keenly, his ¢yes bulging with wonder
and desire He had not dared to come up the steps, though
attracted by the oranges He was trying to edge his way
through

Mahatma s cyes travelled over the crowd and rested on this
boy—following his gire the Chairman was bewildered He
had a feeling of uncasiness  Mahatmapn beckoned to the young
fellow  One of s men went and brought him along  The
Chairman s blood boiled  Of course People must ke poor people
and so on, but why bring 1n such a dirty boy, an untouchable
up the steps and male him so important® For a moment he
fclt a Little annoyed with Mahatmay: humself, but soon suppressed
1t s & sinful emotion  He felt the need to detech lumself suffi-
aently from his surroundings to watch without perturbaton the
happcnmgs around hin  Mshatmt had the joung urchin
hoisted beside lum on the disan  ‘Oh, Lord, all the world’s
gutters are on this boy, and he 1s going to leave a permanent
stain on that Kashmur counterpane® The bo  was malng
him elf comfortable on ths dsvan baving gcoepted the hosprtalite
offered 1 1m by the Mahstma  He nestled close to the Mahama,
who wa smootlung out hus m tied hair wath his fingers, and was
engaged 10 an eamest conye~aton with him

Ihe Churman was unable to catch the trendof thar talk
He stepped nerer, trvng to Iisten with all reverence  The
revard he pot for it was a smile from the Mabama himsell
The bo wassavine *MMy frher sweeps the streets”

\Cith 11 Jong broom or 8 shest broom ¢t} e Mahetms e<ked

The boy explaned, He has both a lemp b com ard # short
broom  He was sputting out the teeds of an omanpe
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‘The Mat turned to and explamed It means
that he 1s both 2 municipal sweeper and that he has scavenging
work to do 1n pnivate houses also  The long broom ought to be
the mumcipal emblem

Where 15 your father at the moment®
He 1s worlung at the market He will take me home when
he has fimshed s work

And how have you managed to come here?

I was situng on the road wating for my father and I came

along with the crowd  No one stopped me when I entered the

tes

That s a very clever boy Mahatmap said I m very happy

tosee you But you must not spit those pips all over the place
1n fact you must never spitatall  Its very unclean to doso and
may cause others a lot of trouble When you eat an orange
others must not notice 1t at all The place must be absolutely
ndy even sf you have polshed off six at a time

He laughed happily at lus own quup and then taught the boy
what to do with the pips how to hide the skin and whattodo with
all the superfluous bits packed within an orange The boy laughed
with joy All the men around watched the proceedings with
respectful attention  And then Gandhi asked

Where do you live?

The boy threw up tus arm to 1ndicate a far distance There

at the end of the river
Will you let me come to your house ?
The boy hesuated and said  Not now—because because it s
so far away

Don t bother about that I ve a motor car here given to me
you see by thus very nch man I can be there 1n a moment
1 Il take you along 1n the motor car too if you will show me your

se

It 1s not a house like this  sard the boy  but made of bamboo
or something

Is thatso ! satd the Mahatma  Then I 1l ike 1t all the more
1 1 be very heppy there

He had a bnief session with 2 delegetion which had come to see
lim by appomntment when it Jeft he dictated some notes wrote
somethung and then prckang up tus staff sard to the Charman
Letusgotothis youngman s house I msure you will also like 1t

Now? asked the Charman mm great constematon He
mumbled Shall we not go there tomorrow ?
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‘No, Pve offered to tale this cluld home I must not dis-
appomt lum I'd hke to sce lus father too, if he can be met
anywhere on the way *

Mahatmap gave hss forefinger to the young boy to clutch
and allowed himself to be led down the veranda steps  The
Chairman ashed dolefully, “Won’t you come 1n and have a look
round my humble home ?’

‘I know how 1t will be It must be very grand  But would
you not rather spare an old man like me the bother of walkng
through those vast spaces? Imatired old man  You are very
hospitable  Anyway, come slong with us to this hittle man's
home I Ifeelliket, you will Iet me stay there?

The Charrman mumbled, I hoped—— But Gandhup swept
him aside with a smule

“You will come along with me too  Let me 1invite you to come
and stay with me mn a hut’

Unable to say anything more, the Chairrman merely replied,
‘All night, sir, I obey’

The warmth of Mahatma's invitauon made lim forget Ius
problems as a Chairman and hus own responsibihiies  Other-
wise he would not have become obhvieus of the fact that the
sweepers’ colony was anything but a show piece  Not udl the
Collector later sought hum out and arrmgned lum for hus lapse
did 1t occur to hum what 2 blunder he had commutted

The Collector satd, Have you so httle sense, Chairman, that
you could not have delzyed Mr Gandhi's visit at least by two
hours, time to give the people a chance to sweep and clean up that
awful place? You know as well as I do, what it s hle Al
of which the Chairman took 1z without a word

He was glowung over the words spoken to him by Mahatmap
Not ull hus wife later attacked him did he remember his omicsion
n another direction  She sad i o tone full of wrath, These
I wrswaiing dressedt yous -anted, withthe boy, end vouimpl,
weat away without even calling us!’

Wht couldn’t you hase come outr he mcked idiotscalh
‘How could I when vou had smd T must v at for your 2l
Shie<obted Wath the prea man at our Pouse, 1d not the good
forture cven to po before nm  And the chuld—what a dis

appointment for him?

\Chen they pot over thur sritial surpnise, the suthonues d d
cverytlunp to transforra the pluce Al the stench myste wouth
vanished, all the parbape and offal that Ly gbout, and fesh
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hude put out to sun dry on the roofs disappeared  All that night
municipal and other employees kept working with the aid of
petrol lamps light there was such a ranty that the chidren
kept dancing all mght around the lamps ~ Gandhi noticed the
hecuc activity but out of & sense of chanty reframned from
commenting on 1t Only when 1t was all over did he say Now
one can believe that the true cleansers of the cty live here
The men of the colony tied round their heads their whitest
turbans and the women wore ther best sams dragged therr
children to the river and scrubbed them ull they yelled and
de-orated their couffures with yellow chrysanthemum flowers
The men left off fighung did their best to keep anay from the
drink shops and even the few confirmed topers had their drinks
on the sly and suppressed their smpulse to beat their wives or
break their household pots The whole place looked brnght
with lamps and green mango leaves tied across lamp-posts and
tree branches

Gandh: occupted a hut which had a low entrance He
didn t Jike to oust anyone from hus hut but chose one facing the
river sand after making certain that 1t had been vacant the
occupant of the hut having gone elsewhere The Charrman
brought 1n 2 low divan and covered the floor with & coar-e rust
mat for Gapdhis visitors to st on  Snram lowered humself
unobtrusively on the mat  Gandhi saton h.s divan and dictered
to one of hus They wrote vol ]
performed s number of things simultaneously ~He spoke to
visttors He dictated He wrote He prayed He had his
sparse dinner of nuts and milk and presently he even lud humself
down on the divan and went off to sleep It was then that
;omcunc turned off the lamp and people walked out of the

ut

Sticam now felt that he could not continue tosit there  Although
10 onc bothered to ask hum what he was doing he could not stay
any morec  When he saw the girl was prepanng to leave the hut
he felt he had better get up and go  otherwise someone mught say
something unpleasant to him

The gurl Lfted Gandhu s spianing wheel put it away noselessly
and tip-toed out of the room  She passed without noticing hum
at first but the fixed stare with which he followed her movements
seemed to affect her  She went past um  but suddenly stopped
and whispered  Youwill have to gonow  and Sniram sprang up
and found himself outside the hut 1n one bound
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Sniram felt a little piqued  You seem to be 2 very il tempered
and sharp-tongued gul. You cant answer a smgle question
without a challenge,

Hush! You will wake up Bapuj standing and talking here,
she smd.

Well if he 15 gomng to be awakened by anyone s talk 1t will
be yours because no one else 15 doing the talking  he replied.

I have a night to ask you what you are domg here and report
t0 our Chalak if I don tlike you she said with a sudden tone of
authonty

‘Why should you not Iike me? he asked.

No one except close assocates and people with appomntments
are allowed to enter Bapup: s presence

1 :vaxl.l tell them I am your friend and that you took me m  he
repl

Would you utter a falschood ?” she asked

Why not®

None except absolute truth-speakers are allowed to come
mnto Mahatmas camp People who come here must take an
oath of absolute truth before gong mto Mahatma s presence

I will take the vow when I become a member of the camp
Tiil then I will pass off something that looks like truth  he sard

When Mahatma hears about this he wrll be very pamed and he
‘will talk to you aboutt,

Snram was now genumely scared and asked pathetically

What have I done that you should threaten and menace me?”

This softened her and for the first ume he noticed a Lttle
tendemess had crept mnto her tone

Do you mund moving off and waing there? We should
not be talking like this near Mahatman s hut. I will go to my
hut and then join you there

She turned and disappeared she bad the lightening Like
motion of a dancer agam the sort of prrouctting movement that
she had adopted while carrymng off other people’s coms 1n 2
jinghog box.  She passed down thelane  He moved off slowly

He was tired of standing ~ He sat on a boulder at the edge of the
nver kicking up the sand with his toes and rurminating on his
good fortune. He had never hoped for anything like 1t It
mmught have been a dream. This time yesterday he could not
‘have thought he would talk on these terms to the money box girl.
He he had not yet asked her pame  He remembered
that be had felt hungry and thursty long ago T wnsh they would
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give us all somethung to eat 1n Mahatmap’s camp’® He remem-
bered that Mahatma ate only groundnuts and dates He looked
about hopmng there would be vendors of these articles The
Taluk Office gong sounded mne  He counted 1t deliberately, and
wondered what lus granny would make of hus absence now

She wll fret and report to the police, I suppose! he reflected
cymcally He wished he had asked his teacher to go and tell
Granny not to expect him home til Gandhip left the town

On second thoughts it struck hum that 1t was just as well that he
had not spoken to the teacher, who would probably have gone
and spread the rumour that his mnterest in Gandhi was only a show
and that he was really going after 2 gt What was her name?
Amazing how he had not yet asked her 1t, and the moment she
came back he said, What is your name ?’

Bharan,” she answered >

Just to know, that’sali  Have I told you my name 1s Sniram »

Yes, you have told me that more than once, she sad, I
have heard again and again that you are Sriram’

‘You are too sharp-tongued,’ he replied, It 1s s wonder they
tolerate you here, where peace and kindpess must be pracused ’

I am practising kindness, otherwise I should not be speaking
toyouatall. IfIdidntwant to be kind to you I wouldn’t have
gone 1n and taken my Chalak’s permussion and come night away
here  We must have permusston to talk to people at thus hour
There 1s such a thing as discipline in every camp  Don timagime
that because 1t 1s Mahatmay s camp 1t 1s without any discipline
He would be the first to tell 1 ou about 1t 1f you raised the question
with hm’

You have the same style of talk as mv grandmother She 1c
as sharp-tongued as you are, Sriram said pathenically

She 1gnored the companson and asked, “What about your
mother ?

‘I have pever seen her, my grandmother has always been
father and mother to me Why don’t you meet her® You
will like her both of you speak so much alike ?

Yes, yes, said the girl soothingly, someday I will come and
meet hera. soonas thusisallover  You see kow busy Iam now

She became tender when she found that she was talking to
somecne without a mother, and Sriram notaing this felt 1t was
worthwhile being motherless and grandmother tended  She
sat on the same step, with her legs dangling 1 the niver, leaving
a gap of a couple of feet between them  The mver rumbled into
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the dark starlit mght the leaves of the huge trec over the
ancient steps rustled and sighed _ Far off bullock carts and pedes
trians were fording the river at Nallappa s Grov  Distant voices
came throigh the mght Mahatmaps camp was aslecp It
was 30 quiet that Sniram felt Iike taking the girl 1n us arms buthe
resisted the sdea  He feared tha if he touched her she might
push hum anto the niver The gul was a termagant she would
surely develop 1110 the same tyr~ as his grandmother with that
sharp tongue of hers  Her proximuty pricked hus blood and set
1t coursing

There 15 00 one about What can she do? he reflected.
Let her try and push me nto the nver and he will know with
whom she 1s dealing and the next moment he blamed himself
for fus own crude thoughts It 15 not safe with the Mahatms
there  He may already have read my thoughts and be coming
here  He was a Mahatma because awake or asleep he was fully
aware of what was gomng on all round um  God alone could
say what the Mahatma would do to someone who did not possess
absolute punty of thought where gurls were concerned. It meant
hardshup no doubt but if one was to live 1n this camp one had 1o
follow the orders that emanated from the great soul.  He strugel
ed sgawnst evil thoughts and smd Bharan? she looked startled
at bemng called so famibarly and he humself felt startled by the
music of her pame

‘What a mee name! he remarked

I am glad you lke 1t she said  “The name was miven by
Bapupt humsclf

Oh, how grand! he cried

She added, You know my father dred during the 1920 move-
ment Just when I was born  When he learnt of 1t Bapuy,
who had come down South made lumself my godfather and nam-
ed e Bharats which means — I hope you know what.

Yes Bharat 1s India and Bharati 18 the daughter of Indiz I
suppose

Right, she said and he was pleased at her commendation.

After my mother died, I was practically adopted by the Iocal
Sbe:sk imgh and I have not known any other home since,
she sa

Do you mean to say that you are all the ime with these people ?

What 13 wrong 1n 1t 2’ she asked. It has been my home.

‘Not that, I was only eavying you. I too wish I could be with
you a1l and do something 1ns! of wasting my lfe
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Ths appealed to her and she asked, “What do you want to do »
kZdhe same as what you are doing  What are you domng? he
as

‘I do whatever I am asked to do by the Sevak Sangh  Some-
times they ask me to go and teach people spmning and tell them
about Mahatmay’s 1deas Sometimes they send me to villages
and poor quarters I meet them and talk to them and do a few
things I attend to Mahatmap’s needs

‘Please let me alse do something along with you,” he pleaded
“Why don’t you take me as your pupil> I want to do something
good I want to talk to poor people’

‘What will you tell them ** she asked ruthles.ly

He made some indistinct sounds I will tell them whatever
you ask me to tell them,’ he said, and this homage to her superior
1ntelligence pleased her

‘H’'m' But why?* she asked

He summoned all his courage and answered, ‘Because I like
jou, and T like to be with you’

She burst 1nto a laugh and said, That won’t be sufficent.
They  ’sheindicated a vast army of hostile folk behund her back,
“They may chase you away 1f you speak Iike that

He became cullen and unhappy ~ He rallied and said presently,
‘Well, 1 too would willingly do something ’

What? she taunted him agan

He looked at her face helplessly, desperately, and ashked,
‘Are you malng fun of me?

“No, but I wish to understand what you are saywng’

She relented a ltile, presently, and said, I wll take jou to
Bapu, will you come ?

He was panic stricken  No, no, I can’t’

“You have been there already ’

He could give no reasonable explanation and now he realizea
the enormuty of hus rashness He said, No, no, I would be ata
loss to know how to talk to fum, how to reply to him and what to
tell him?

But you sat there before lum like someone always known to
hum? she said, like his best fnend?

She laughed and enjoyed teasing him

‘Somehow I did 1t, but I won t do 1t again,” he declared, He
may find me out if I go before hum again

Suddenly she became very senous and said, “You will have to
face Bapup 1f you want to work with us *
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Snram became speechless  His heart palpitated wath excite
ment  He wished he could get up and run away flee once and
for all the place be done with 1t and turn hus back on the whole
business for ever This was too much The gods scemed to
Be out to punish hum for hts hardihood and presumption

He cned Bharatt tell me 1f I can meet you snywhere else,
otherwise plea.e let me go He was mn a cold sweat What
s‘li:ould I say when I speak to um? I would blabber bike an
1diot

You are already downg it she sard unable to restrun  her
layghter

He said pathencally You seem to enjoy botherng me I am
sorry K ever came here

‘Why are you so cowardly ? she asked

Sritam sard resolutely I canttalk to Mahatmap Iwouldnt
know how to conduct myself before hum

Just be yourself It will be all nght

1 wouldn t be able to enswer tus questions properly

He 13 not gotng tv examune you hke an mspector of schools
You don t have to talk to him unless you have something to say
You may keep your mouth shut and he wont mund _ You may
just be yourself say anjthing you fecl Lke saying  He will not
rund anything at all but you wll have to speak the truth if you
speak at all,

“Truth! In everything! he looked scared

Yes 1n everything  You may speak as bluntly as you hke
and he wll not take 1t amuss provided 1t 35 just truth

Sniram looked more crushed than ever In this dark mght
he seemed to have a termble problem ahead of him  After
brooding over 1t fora whule he said  Bharati tell me 1f T may meet
you anywhere else  Otherwise let me

She replied with equal resolutton  If you wish to meet me come
to Bapupt the only place where you may see me  Of course 1f
you don t want 0 Se¢ M€ any more g0 away

This placed um 1n & dilemma  Where? How? he asked

Come to the door of Bapu s hut and wait for me
When? Where?
At three 2m. tomorrow mormng Il take you to hum.
b S?mg this she jomped to her feet and ran off towards
er hut
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Granny had slept fitfully She had gone up to Kannt’s shop
five umes during the evening to enquire if anyone hadseen Sriram,
and sent a boy who had come to make a purchase there to loo}.
for Stiram everywhere At last the schoolmaster who lived up
the street told her as he passed her house,

Your pet 1s in Mahatma's camp I saw lum.’

‘Ah! What was he domg there® ashed Granny alarmed
For her the Mahatma was one who preached dangerously, who
tried to bring untouchables into the temples, and who 1mvolved
people 1n difficulties with the police  She didn t hike the 1dea
She wailed, ‘Oh, master, why did you allow lum to stay on there?
You should have brought lum away It 1s so late and he has
not come home  As his old teacher you should have weaned um
axay from there’

‘Dont worry, madam, he 1s perfectly safe How many of
us could have the privilege of being so near the Mahatma® You
must be happy that he 1s domng so well! Our country needs
more young men ke hum *

Granny replied, ‘It 1s teachers like you who have rumned our
boys and this country,” and turned in, slammng the door

When Stiram arnved and knocked she was half ssleep and 1n
the worst possible mood She opened the door, let hum m,
bolted the door again, and went bach to her bed saying, I have
Lept some rice mn that bowl mixed with curd and the other one 1s
without curd  Put out the lamp after you have eaten’ Lying
in bed, she listened to the sound of Sriram putting anay his plate
and leaving the kitchen  And then she turned her face to the wall
and pretended to be asleep  She hoped that her grandson would
understand her mood, come over, and assure her that he would
not get into bad ways but tne young man was otherwise engaged.
He was 1n a state of semi-enchantment  Bharat s presence and
talk stll echoed 1in his mind, and he recollected the thrl of her
touch He Iihed to think that when he was not noucing she had
touched his arm and patted his shoulder He thought how he
would prefer the rest of s hife histeming to her banter, but that
meant—here was the conflict—he would have to go into the
Presence Al else seemed to hum insigmficant beside thus great
worry If it had been any other day he would have pulled hus
Granny out of her slecp and narrated to her all the day s events
If she happened to be 1 a bad mood he would have pulled her
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out of it He knew now that she was not 1n a proper temper
he could sense 1¢ the moment he stepped on the threshold but he
preferred to leave her alone he felt he had a far greater problem
to tackle than appessing the mood of a mere Granny
¥ He went to bed and slept in all less than an hour Bharat
wanted um there at threc 2 m and he needed an hour to reach
the place  He got up before one washed and bathed and put on
special clothes bent over hus granny s bed to whisper I have to
be going now_bolt the door

She essayed to sk What! At this hour what has come over
you? but he was gone on soft footsteps closing the door betund
him

§

He stood at the entrance to Mahatmap s hut holding lus
breath It was very difficult to decrde what he should do now
She had asked um to be present at the portals of the Great
Presence but perhaps she had been foohing hum  He feared that
any sound that he made mght rouse the Mahatma and bring the
entire camp about lus ears  He stood ruefully looking at the
camp Street dogs were barking somewhere Occastonally
the branches of trees over the river rustled and creaked He
stood locking ruefully towards the womens quarters There
2 lantern was burning people seemed to be awake and moving
about He thought What 1f the lantern s burmng® They may
be sleeptng with hights on  Women are cowardly anyway
‘The surring he heard might be their rolling m their beds noisy
creatures!  Unaccountably he was feeling irritated at the thought
of women the specigs to which Bharathu b longed He saw a ight
n Mahatmaps camp The door was shut He heard soft
footsteps moving 1n there  Long ago the Taluk Office gong had
struck some smallhour  He could hardly believe he had sctnally
sacrificed hus sleep and was standing here in the cold wind at
an unearthly hour  Even the scavengers the earlest to rise 10
the town werestill asleep  He felr suddenly afrad that he mught
be attacked by thieves or ghosts  Or if & policeman saw hum
and took him to be a prowler how should he explam himself?
He coulda t very well say Bharathy asked me to wait at Mahat
map s hutatsboutthr cam  He wanted to turn and go away
he could at least go home and make up to his grandmother instead
of hanging around here and wondering what to do  He could
tellher Iwent to see the Mahatma but changed my mnd and

42



came away Why should I get to know hum and then into all
sorts of difficultzes? Don’t you thunk so, Granny® And she
was sure to revive and look happy again

He gave one forlorn look at the women’s quarters and turned
away, lis mind completely made up to earn the concrete goodwill
of 2 Granny rather than the doubtful and strange favours of
bigwmgs lite the Mabatma and snobs like Bharatt Heaven
knew who else would be there  But still the pull of Bharat1 was
strong and he could not get away from the place so easily as he
had magined  He wanted to make just one more attempt to see
her and tid her good-bye Perhaps she was in a situstion 1n
which he could help her people might have tied her up to her cot
and gagged her mouth  Anythung might happen to a beautiful
gul like her  Otherwise there could be no explanation for her
sbsence Anyway, he felt 1t would be s duty 10 go end find
out what was wrong and where  He d have willingly gone near
the women s quarters, but he lacked the necessary courage and
did the next best thing  once again repeating a rash act he tip-toed
towards Mahatmaj s hut Ius 1dea was to peep in unobtrusively,
and see if Bharat was there or anywhere else safe and sound and
then move off But in his befuddled state 1t did not occur to
him that possibly he mught be scen before he saw anyone  And
1t happened so = The door of Mahatmay s hut was half open
Light streamed out through the gap  Smram went towards it
ltke a charmed moth  If he had paused to reflect he would not
have believed lumself to be capable of repeaung a foolhardy
act a sccond tume But through lack of sleep, and tension of
nerves, a general recklessness had come over hum, the same
mnocent charge that had taken hum tumbling 1nto the hut the
previous evemng took hum there again now  He peeped 1n like
a clown The door was half open he had over-estimated ats
width from a distince, for he could not peep 1n without thrusting
hus head through

Oh, there he 15! cried Bharati, with laughter in her voice

“You may open the door if you wish to come 1n,’ she said Sniram
felt again that the girl was making fun of um  Even mn the great
presence, she dida tseemtocare  Here atleast Snram had hoped
she would speak without the undertone of muscluef  He felt so
imtated at the thought that he replied with all the pungency he
ocould musterin lus tone  “You have———I waited for you there—

‘Come 1, come 1n,” satd the Mahatma ~ Why shou'd you be =
standing there?  You could have come straight in?
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But she asked m to wart outside  said briram stepping 1n
gmgerly  From the door to where the Mahatma sat the distance
+was less than ten feet but he felt he was taking hours to cover 1t
His legs felt weak and seemed to intertwine he seemed to be
walking like a drunkard a particularly dangerous impression to
create in the Mal who was out to de even the scaven
gers to give up drnkmg  In a flash 1t occurred to him that he
ought to have a sensible answer ready if the Mahatma should
suddenly turn round and ask Have you been drinking toddy or
whisky ?

But hus trial came to an end when Gandhi sard  Bharau has
just been mentioning you  He spoke while hs hands were busy
turmng a spinning wheel drawing out a fine thread A man
SitUng 1n 2 comer with 3 pad restuag on hus knee wis wnteg
‘Mahatmajt himself as always was doing several things at the same
ume While lus hands were spmmng his eyes perused a letter
held before him by another and he found 1t possible too to put
1m & word of welcome to Sriram  Through the back door of the
hut many others were comung m and passing out  For cach one
of them Mahatman had something to say

He looked up at Smram and said  Sit down young man

me and sit as near me as you like There was so much
unaffected graciousness 1 s one that Srrram lost all fear and
hesitation. He moved briskly up  He sat on the floor mear
Mahatmay and watched with fascination the smooth turming of
the spinning wheel  Bharatt went to an mner part of the hut

ew a swift look at Sriram which he understood to mean
Remember not to make a'fool gf yourself

¢ san < lly get up an hour
eathier 1 order 1o be able to do thas spinming a certam lengthxs
my most unportant work even my prayer comes only after that
Id very much likeyouto takea vow to wear only cloth made out
of your own hands each day

Yes Iwilldoso pronused Sriram,

When the gong in the Taluk Office struck four the Mahatma
mvited Snram to go out with hum for a walk He serzed hus staff
1n one hand and with the other supported himself on the shoulder
of Bharati and strode out of the hut—a tall figure 1n white He
had tucked his watch at hus warst into a fold of hus white dhors
He pulled 1t out 2nd ssd  Half an hour I have to walk, come
with me Snram. You can talk to me undisturbed, A few
others joined them  Snram felt he was walking through som
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unreal dream world. The Mahatma was 1n between him and
Bharat, and 1t was difficult to snatch a look at her as often as he
wanted. He had to step back a quarter of an inch now and then,
1n order to catch a ghmpse of her laughing face They walked
along the nver bank. The sky was rosy in the east Gandht
turned and spoke some business to those belund um. He sud-
denly addressed lumself to Smram ¢ Your town 1s very beaunful
Have you ever noticed 1t before > Sniram felt unhappy and
gasped for breath. The morning air blew on his face, birds were
churping, the aity was queet 1t was all well known, but why did
the Mahatma mention 1t especally now? Should he say ¢ Yes
or ‘No’? If he said ¢Yes he would be lying, which would be
detected at once , if he sard <No’, God knew what the Mahatma
would think of him. He looked about A couple of scavengers
of the colony who had joined the group were waiting eagerly to
know what he would say they were evidently enjoying his pre-
dicament, and he dared not look 1n the direction of Bharan The
Mahatma smid God 1s everywhere, and 1f you want to feel s
presence you will see hum 1 a place hke this with a beautiful
niver flowing, the sunnse with allits colours, and the air so fresh
Feeling a beautiful hour of a beautiful scene or a beautful object
15 1tself & form of prayer” Sriram listened 1n reverential silence,
glad to be let off so lightly When Gandhiji spoke of beauty, 1t
sounded unreal as applied to the sun and the air, but the word
acquured a practical significance, when he thought of 1t 1 terms
of Bharati Gandhi said ¢ By the time we meet agam nest, you
must give me 2 very good account of yourself”

He laughed 1n a kindly manner, and Stiram sard, € Yes, Bapuy,
1 will be a different man’

¢Why do you say “different” ? Yoo will be all right if you
are fully yourself”

I don’t think that 15 enough, Bapu,’ sard Bharaty, “He should
change from bemng himself, 1f he 1s to come to any good. I
think he 1s very lazy He gets up at eight o clock, and idles
away the day’

‘How do you know? Sriram asked indignantly

‘It’s only a guess,” said the girl  Snram felt angry with her
for her wrresponsible talk. Everyone laughed

The Mghatma said  “You must not say such things, Bharan,
unless you mean to take charge of hum and help him.’

Dunng the last fifteen munutes of this walk the Mahatma
said nothing, he walked 1n silence, looking at the ground before



m, When the Mahatma was silent the others were even more
5o the only movement they performed was putting one foot before
another on the sand, keeping pace with hum _some were panting
hard and trying hard to suppress the sound The Msahatmas
siletice was heavy and pervasive, and Stiram was afraid even to
gulp or cough, althongh he very much wanted to clear hus throat
cough sneeze swing us arms about  The only sound at the
moment was the flowing of the niver and the twitter of birds

Somewhere a cow was moomng  Even Bharaty the embodiment
of frivolity seemed to have become sombre The Mahatma
pulled out hus watch Iooked at 1t bnefly and said - We wall go back
that 1s all the walk I can afford today ~ Sriram wanted to ask

Why? but he held bus tongue, The Mabatms turned to um
as they were walking back  You have a grandmother 1hear but
no patents

Yes My grandmother 1s very old

Yes she must be otherwise how can you call her a grand
mother?® People laughed Sriram too jomned in this laughter
out of politeness

Does she not muss you very much when you are way
from her so long

Yes very much She gets very angry with me I dont
know what to do aboutit, said Snramcourageously rushing ahead
He felt pleased at having said something of hus own gecord but
Tus only fear was that Bharau mught step m and say something
pasty and embarrassing but he was happy to note that Bharat
held her peace

Mahatmapn saxd  “You must look after your granny too she
must have devoted herself to bnngng you up

Yes but when I am away like thus she 13 very much upset,

Is 1t necessary for you to be away from her so much?

Yes, Bapu otherwise how can I do anything mn this world

"What exactly do you want to do ?*

It wes now that Snram became incoherent.  He was seized
with a rush of 1deas and with all the confusion that too many
1deas create Hesaid something and the Mahatma watched him
pauently the others too held therr breath and watched, and after
a few moments of struggle for self-expression, Sriram was able to
form 2 cogent sentence. It was the unrelenting pressure of his
subconscious destres that jerked the sentence out of hus lips
and he smd I ke to be where Bharatizs  “The Mahatma said

Oh 13 that so! He patted Bharat s back and smd “What a fine
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friend you have! You must be pleased to have such a devoted
friend How long have you known hum ?

Bharati sasd hike a shot, ‘Smnce yesterday I saw lum for
the first time situng 1n your hut and I asked hum who he
was’

Sriram interposed and added, But I knew her before, although
I spoke to her only yesterday ’

The Mahatma passed into lus hut, and went on to attend to
other things Many people were waiting for lum Bharat
disappeared mto the Mahatma’s hut the moment they armved
Sriram fell back and got muxed up with a crowd waiting outside
He felt jealous of Bharatis posiion  She sought lum out later
and said, ‘You are probably unused to 1t, but mn Bapu’s presence
we speal only the absolute truth and nothung less than that, and
nothing more than that either

He took her to task “What will he think of me now when he
knows that I have not known you long enough and yet——"

‘Well, what? she twitted

‘And yet I wish to be with you and so on’

“Why don’t you go i and tell nm you have been speaking
nonsense and that you were blurting out things without fore-
thought or sclf-control? Why couldn t you have told um that
you want to serve the country, that you are a patriot, that you
want to shed your blood 1n order to see that the British leave the
country? That 1s what most people say when they come near
the Mahatma I have seen hundreds of people come to him,
and say the same thing’

‘And he belteves all that ?* asked Sriram

‘Perhaps not, but he thinks it 15 not nght to disbeleve
anyone’

But you say we must only speak the truth 1n hus presence *
If you can, of course, but 1f you can't, the best thing to do 1s to
maintain silence *

Why are you so angry with me, 15 1t not & part of your duty not
to be angry with others? asked Smram pathetically

‘I don’t care,” smd Bharats, this 1s enough to 1rmtate even the
Mahatma Now what wall he think of me if he realizes I am
encouragng a fellow like you to hang about the place, a fellow
whom I have not known even for a full day yet?

Sriram became rechless, and said brecaily, What does 1t
matter how long I have known you? Did you think I was gomng
to lie to hum 1f you had not spoken before I spoke 7 P
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‘These bickerings were brought to an end by someone caling
Bharati from another hut Bharati abandoned him and dis
appeared from the spot

Bharans words gave hum an idea He realized lus own
omusston and proposed to remedy it next tme he walked with
the Mahatma Snram s anwiety lest he fall asleep when the
Mahatma was up kept hum awake the whole night  He shared
the space on the floor with one of the men in the camp It was
a strange feeling to hie down in a hut and he felt he was becomng
2 atizen of an entirely new world  He mussed the cosy room of
Tus house 1 Rabir Lane he missed the two piflows and the soft
mattress and the carpet under 1t even the street nosses of kabir
Street added much to the domestic quality of hfe and he mussed
1t badly now He had to adopt an entirely new trend of Iife
He had to Ine of hss own choice 1n a narrow hut with thatch
sbove with a dingy sooty smell hanging about every thing
‘The floor had been swept with cow dung and covered with a thin
layer of sand  He had to snuggle his head on the crook of his
arm fora pillow He had to share this place with another volunteer
m the camp a cadaverous serious young man weanng khads
shorts a khadx vest and a white cap on his closely shaved head
He had a fiery look and an vnsmuling face  He was from North
India he could only speak broken English and he was totally
sgnorant of Tamil words  This man had already stretched hum
se.lfhondthe floor with 2 small bag stuffed with clothes under
s hea

Bharat had told Sriram  You had better stick on here around
the camp if you want to be with Mahatmap  You won t have
any comforts here remember  Weare all trained 1o Live like thus

Sniram smuffed and said  Oh who wants any comforts? I
don t care for them mysclf You think I am a fellow who cares
for fuxuries 1 hfe?

There was a class of socicty where luxuries gave one a status
and now here was the opposite The more one asserted one
cared for no Juxury the more onc showed an inchnation for
hardship and discomfort the greater was one s chance of being
gdmitted into the fold  Sriram had understood 1t the moment
he stepped into the camp  Here the currency was suffening and
self mornfication Iivcryone seemed to exeel hus neighbour 1n

iy thosgh 1t 100k hum TP the ded ok ot
sp! 1t 100} tme to e detail
accustomed to 1t Ersp od get
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There had been a meetng 1n the evemng and after that the
Mahatma retired at hus usual hour of seven thirty, and 1t was a
signal for the entire camp to retire  Bharatt sougat out Sriram
and gave him a plateful of rice and butter milk and an orange,
and she also held out to hum a small jasmne out of a bouquet
which had earlier been presented to the Mshatma by some
children s deputation  He recetved the flower gratefully, smelt
1t, and asked, How did you know I hke jasmine?

‘It 15 not so difficult a thing to know, she said and dismussed
the subject immediatelv

She said, I have found 2 place for you to sleep, with a volunteer
named Gorpad’

Gorpad was half asleep when Srmram had entered hus hut
Bharan peeped and said, Bka:  ° and something 1n Hind and
turned and disappeared from the spot The other lifted lus
head shghtly and said, “You can come 1 and sleep

‘Only on the floor ® Sriram ashed

Of course, of course,” said the other

‘Why? asked Smram

‘Why > Because Mahatmay: says so’

Oh, said Sriram, feeling that he was treading on dangerous
ground ‘I see that otherwise there 1s no reason why we should
sleep on the floor?

What do you mean by otherwise ? said the other argumenta-
twvel

Sr{'ram settled humself beside the other, and sard, I didn’t
mean 1t’

‘Mean what ? said the other He seemed to be a pugnacious
fellow Sriram felt afraid of hm  What did the girl mean by
putnng him 1n with this fighter®  Could 1t be that she dishked
hum, and wanted um to be beaten? If she disliked hum, she
would not have given hum a jasmne flower It was well known
that jasmune was exchanged only between persons who liked each
other, and yet the girl gave him a jasmune with one hand and with
the other led him into the company of this termble man - The
other mught sit on hus chest whle he slept and try to choke lum

Gorpad smd, You are new, I suppose?

“Yes,” smd Sriram I am new to this place It 1s through
Mahatmap s kindness I am now here, otherwise I should have
gone home and slept’ -

*Yes, Gorpad said seermng to understand the situation 1n
fresh ight ~ You are welcome here  We arc all persons
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have to live like soldiers in 2 camp  We ate 1ndeed soldsers 1
onr fight to eject the British from our land ~ We are all prepared
1o sacrifice our lives for the task  We sleep here on the bare floor
because the major part of our lives we shall have to spend in
jml where we wont be given such a comfortable bed unless
we ate A or B class prisoners  We are not ymportant enough to
be classified as A or B and you had better get used to 1t all and
we are always prepared to be beaten by the police latht charged
dragged to the jail or even shot my father died ten years ago
facng a phceman s gun

Sriram said not to be outdone in the matter of political
remimscences I know Bharatis father also died 1n the same
way when he was beaten by the police

That was during the first non co operation days i 1920
her father led the first batch of Satyagrahis who were gong to
take down the Union Jack from the Secretartat at Madras
He was beaten with a police lathi and a blow felt on hus chest and
he dropped dead but my father was shot Do you know he was
actually shot by a pobcemans nifle? I was also 1n the crowd
watching lum ~ He was picketting a shop where they were sellng
toddy and other alcoholic drinks 2nd a police company came and
asked lum to go away but he refused A crowd gathered and
there was a lot of mess and 1n the end the police shot lum pomt
blank  He wiped away tears at the memory of it I will not
rest till the British are sent out of India  his voice was thick with
sorrow My brother became 2 terronst and shot dead many
Enghsh officials nobody knows lus whereabouts I should
also have jomed hum and shot many more Englishmen but our
Mzhatma will not let me be violent even in thought he sad
ruefully

Sriram wishing to sound very sympatheticsaid - All Englishmen
deserve tobeshot  They have been very cruel

“You should not even thunk on those lines if you are gomng
to be & true Satyagraks said the other

No no I am not really thunking on those lnes  Sriram
amended immeduately I was only feeling so sorry  Of course
we should not talk of shooung anyone and where 15 the gun?
Wehavenoguns My grandmother used to say that there was a
gun 11 our house belonging to my father Do you know that
he died 1n Mesapotema?  He was also shot pomt blank

He died 10 the war the last war?

Yes sad Snrgm
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‘Then he must have been a soldier m the British Army’,
Gorpad said with a touch of contempt 1n his voice

Snram noted 1t, but accepted 1t with resignation. He added
as a sort of compensation, “They say he was g great soldier

Possibly, possibly, said the other with patronage 1n his voice
Sniram bore 1t as a tnal.

Thast might he picked up a great deal of political knowledge.
Gorpad went on speaking till two a.m. and afterwards both of
them Ieft for the niver, performed therr abletions there, and by
the time, the camp was awake Sriram had returned fresh and udy,
50 that Bharat: said, “You are comung through your first day with
us quite well” Through diligently listening to Gorpad he had
picked up many political :dioms, and felt himself equipped to walk
with the Mahatma without embarrassment.

He told the Mahatma, ‘It 15 my greatest desire 1n lfe to take a
vow to oust the Brissh from India’

The Mahatma Jooked at him with a smile and asked, “‘How do
you propose to do 1t>’

Sniram could not find a ready answer, 1t was one of the many
oceasions when he felt that he had spoken unnecessarily He
caught a glhmpse of Bharat on the other side, her muschievous
face sparkled with delight at his confusion. He felt piqued by
her look He said haughtly, ‘With your blessing, sir, I shall
make myself good enough for the task. I shall be with you as
long as possible, and 1f you will kindly gurde me you can make me
a soldeer fit to take up the fight to make the Briush leave our
country ’

The Mahamma took this resolve with every sign of pleasure.
He remamed silent for a while as his footsteps pit-patted on the
sands, a sombre silence fcll on the gathering  Well, young
friend, if God walls it, you will do great things, trust m him and
you will be all nght.”

To Sriram this seemed a rather tame preparation for 2 soldierly
existence, If st had been possible, he would have strutted before
Bharati 1n khak: and a decorated chest, though the world was
having a surfert of decoranons just then

Presently the Mahatmsa himself spoke dispelling his notions
“Before you aspire to dnve the Brinsh from this country, you
must drive every vestige of violence from your system Remem-
ber that 1t 15 not gomng to be a fight with sucks and kmves or
guns but only with love. Unul you are sure you hase an over-
powenng love at heart for your cnemy, don’t think of daving _~
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him ont. You must gradnally forget the term “Enemy’  You
must think of him as 2 fnend who must leave you You must
tran yourself to become a hundred per cent ahimsa soldser
You must become so sensttive that 1t 1s not possible for you to
wear sandals made of the hide of slaughtered ammals you should
prefer to go bare-foot rather than wear the hide of an anmmal
alled for your sake that 1s if you are unable to secure the skin
of an animal that has died 2 natural death

Stram said, Yes I promuse but while saymg it his eyes were
fized on sfeet he ded to the
that were welling up in lus mund

The Mahatma read his thoughts and sasd Yes these are
sandals made of just such leather  In our tannery at Wardha we
speaslize i1t No one 1n our Ashram wears anything else

Strgm wanted to ask How do you know when an animal 1s
dymng and how do you watch for 1t? but ruthlessly put
down the question as an unworthy one which mght betray
hm.

pp

Srirem was told that he could accompany Mahatman m his
tour of the wllages on condstion that he went home and secured
Granny’s approval Snram tnied to shur the matter over he
sad 1t would not be necessary he hinted he wes an independent
man used to such outings from home. The Mahatma s memory
‘was better than that. He said with a smle I remember you
sard that she dudn ¢ like to see you muxing with us

Suram thought it over and said, Yes master but how can
X for ever remain tied to her? It 15 not possible

Are you quite sure that you want to change your style of hfe ?
asked the Mahatma.

Icanthink of nothung else Snramsaid, HowcanIhveas
bave lived all these years ? He threw a quick glance 2t Bharan
#s she came 1 with some letters for the Mahatma  Her Jook
prevented lum from completing the sentence, which would have
run, And I always wish to be with Bharati and not with my

‘The Mahatma sad I shall be happy to have you with us as
Jong es you like, but you must first go home and tell your prand
mother and recerve her blesstng  You must tell her frankly
what you wish to do but you must cause her no pan

Snrem besitated  The prospect of facing Granny was unnerv
g The thought of her was Iike the thought of an unreal
troublesome wotld one which he hoped he had left behind for
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ever the real world for hum now was the one of Bharats, Gorpad,
unslaughtered naturally dymg ammals, the Mahatma, spinning
wheels  He wanted to be here all the time 1t seemed 1mpossible
for hum to go back to Kabir Street, that pyol, and that shop,
and those people there who treated hum as If he were only eight
years old  He stood before the Mahatma as if to appeal to him
notto press um to go and face his grandmother, but the master
was unrelenting  ‘Go and speak to her I don’t thunk she 15
S0 unreasonable as to deny you your ambitions Tell her that
I like to have you with me ~ If you tour with me the next two
weeks, you will observe and learn much that may be useful to
you later in Iife  Tell her she will feel glad that she let you go
Assure her that I will look after you sefely’ Every word filled

with dread when he remembered the terms m which Granny
teferred 10 the Manatma  He dared not even gne the shghtest
indication as to how she would react He felt a great pity for
the Mahatma, so mnnocent that he could not dream of anyone
talking 1ll of hum  He felt angry at the thought of Granny, such
an ll-informed, ignorant and bigotted persopality! What
business had she to complicate his existence m this way? If
he could have had his will he would have 1gnored hus grandmother,
but he had to obey the Mahatma now

Hesaid, Allnght,sir I will go and get my granny’s blessing
111 be back early tomorrow *

Half a dozen times on the way he resolved to turn back and tell
Mahatma Gandhu that he had seen Granny How could he
find out the truth, anyway? But he dismussed the thought as
unpractical, though perhaps not so unworthy under the circum-
stances  Suppose Granny created a row, went into a famnt or
threatened to lll herself, and made enough nosse to attract the
neighbours who mught come and lock hum up 1n his house, refusing
tolet hum out? Should he face this nisk 1n order to tell Gandhi
that he had seen the obstinate old lady as ordered ? Would it not
be prudent khike a sensible man to tell the old gentleman that 1t
had been done? But probably Granny would guess about
Bharat1 belund all this and disbeheve anything be mught say
about Mahatmayi  Or 1f she spoke insultingly about Mahatmay,
he couldn’t trust himself to isten patiently ~ He might do some-
thing for which he mght feel sorry afterwards  He visualized
humself suppressing his Granny s words with force and voilence,
but he remembered that 1t would not be nght where the Mahatma
was concerned  He would be upset to hear about 1t
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The thing to do was to turn the jutka back and tell the Mahatma
that he had Grannys blessin,s  But then being a Mahatma
he mught read hus thoughts and send hum back to Granny or he
mught cancel all his programme until he was assured that Granny
‘had been seen or begin a fast uptil 1t was done What made
the Mahatma attach so much importance to Granny when he
had s0 many things to mund? When he had the all important
task of driving the Britssh out he ought 1o leave sumple matters
Lke Granny to be handled by humself Fs thoughts weremn a
welter of confusion while he was in the jutka but scon the horse
turned mto Kabir Street He paid the fare without hagghng
and sent away the jutka quetly  He didn t want hus movements
to become noticeable 1n the neighbourhood

He found his granny in a semu agreeable frame of mind  His
prolonged absence seemed to have made her nervous and she
tried 10 be mice to him  She probably feared he would flounce
out of the house 1f she attempted to talk to him 1n the manner of
yesterday

She merely sud  What 2 long time you have been away my
boy ? attempting to keep out all trace of reproach from her tone
He pretended to scttle down  He drew up the canvas char he
had bought for her and sat down under the ball lamp His
granny fussed about as 1f she had recovered someone long lost
She set before htm a plateful of stuff fried 1 ghee saymg

They sent this down from the lawyer s house the first birthday
2!1;11]1: eghthson  They dont seem to muss anything for any

Snram put 2 piece 1nto s mouth munched it nodded
his approval and said  Yes they have made 1t of pure ghee
Good people  He crunched st nosily

Granny said  Tkeptatforyou Iknew youwouldikeit Iwas
wondenng how long I should keepit  You know I have no tecth
‘Who would want stuff Iike that when you are not here? Dont
eat all of it you wall not be able to eat your dinner

Oh dinner! 1ve had my dimner Granny

So soon!

Yes inthe Ashram camp we have to dine before seven usually
TIts the rule

What sort of a d nner can 1t be at seven! she cried 1n dis
sppointment Come and eat again you ought to be fit for a real
dinner now

No Granny It 1s all regulated very strictly We cant
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do anything as we ike  We have got to observe the rules 1n all
matters We get quite good stuff there

‘Have you got to pay forit? asked Granny

Of course mot,’ said Stiramn  ‘What do you thiunk, do you
think Mshatmay 1s running a hotel ®

‘Then why should they feed you®

‘It’s because we belong there

‘Do they provide a lot of public feeding >

Sniram Jost hus temper at this  He was appalled at Granny s
denseness ‘I said they feed all of us who belong there, dont
you follow >

“Why should they feed you?

‘It 15 because we are volunteers

Nice volunteers!” cried Granny, threateming to return to
her yc;ferday s mood any second  And what do they give you
to eat

‘Chappaus, curd, and buttermilk and vegetables
. ‘Il’m glad I was afraid they mught force you to eat egg and
owl?

Snram was horrified ‘What do you take the Mahatma for!
Do you know, he won’t even wear sandals made of the hide of
slaughtered amimals!’

Granny was seized with a fit of laughter Tears rolled down
her cheeks ~ Won’t wear sandals! she cried 1 uncontroilable
laughter “Never heard of such a thung before! How do they
manage 1t? By peeling off the skun of ammals before they are
slaughtered, 1s that at?

‘Shut up, Granny' cried Sriram 1n a great rage  What an
wrresponsible gossip you arel I never thought you could be so
badl

Granny for the first tme noticed a fiery earnestness in her
grandson, and gathered herself up  She smd Oh' He1s your

God, 1s he?
“Yes, he 15, and I won’t hear anjone speak DLghtly of
m

What clse can I know, a poor 1gnorant hag like me! Do I
read the newspapers? Do Ilisten to Jectures? Am Itold what
1s what by anyone? How should I know anythung about that
man Gandfu?

‘He 15 not a man, he 1s & Mahatma!” ¢ened Sniram

‘What do you know sbout any Mahatma, anyway? ashed

Granny
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Stiram fidgetted and rocked himself mn his char 1n great
anger He had not come prepared to face 2 situation of this
kind He had been only prepared to face a granny who mught
show sullenness at this absence create difficulties for im when
he wanted to go away and exhibit more sorrow and rage than
levity  But here she was absolutely reckless frivolous and with
out the shightest sense of responsibility or respect This was a
situation which he had not anucipated and he had no techmque
tomeett It wes nouse herealized showng righteous indig
nation that would only tickle the old lady more and more and
when the time came for tum to take her permssion and go out
she mght become too mntractable  She mght call i the neigh
bours and make fun of lum  He decided that he must change
lus tactics  Suddenly springing up he asked Granny have
you had your food? I am keeping you away from 1t talking
like thus!

It doesn t matter she said almost on the point of gigghng
How many years 1t 1s since I had a mouthful of food at night—
must be nearly twenty years  You couldnt have seen me 1
your hfetime eating at mght

There was such a ring of pride mn her voice that Sriram felt
impelled tosay There 1s nothung extra-ordmary mit  Anybody
mught be without food He wanted to add The Mahatma
fasted for somany daysat an end and so often  but suppressed
1t The old lady however had no need of bewng told anything
She added atonce Nol When Mahatma Gandhy fasts everybody
talks about 1t

And when you fast at mghts only nobody notices 1t and
that 15 all the difference between you and Gandhip? She was
struck by the sharp manner 1r which he spoke

She asked Do you want your dinner ?

Yes just to please you that s all I am not hungry I told
you that. And thus stuff 1s good made of good ghece You
may tell them so I ve eaten a great quantity of it and I m not
hungry

Granny came back to her ongmnal mood after all these un
cxpected transiuons  She said  You must eat your dinner
myboy vetyearnestly She bustled about again asif for a distin
gushed visitor  She pulled a dirung leaf out of a bundlenthe
kutchen rack spread 1t on the floor sprinkled a little water on 1t
and drew the bronze rice pot nearer and sat down 1n order to be
able 1o sene hum vithout getung up agun  The bttle lamp
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wavered 10 1ts holder He ate 1n silence, took a drink of water
out of the good old brass tumbler that was by lus side, he cast a
glance at the old bronze vessel out of which rice had been served
to lum for years  He suddenly felt depressed at the sight of 1t all
He was oppressed with the thought that he was leaving these
old associations, that this was really a farewell party He was
gong 1nto an unknown Iife right from here  God knew what was
1 store for um  He felt very gloomy at the thought of 1t all
He knew 1t would be no good ever talking to his granny about hus
plans, or the Mahatma or Bharau All that was completely
beyond her comprehenston  She would understand only edibles
and dmnner and fasting at mght 1n order to 1mpress a neighbour
with her sustenity  No use talking to her about anything  Best
to leave 1n the mormng without any fuss He had obeyed
Mzhatmay’s mandate to the extent of seeing her and speaking
to her The Mahatma should be satisfied and not expect
tum to be sble to bring about a conversion 1 the old lady’s
outlook, enough to earn her blessing

Granny was very old, probably eighty, munety, or a hundred
He had never tried to ascertam her age correctly And she
would not understand new things At dead of mght, after
assuring himself that Granny was fast asleep, he got up, scribbled
2 note to her by the mght lamp, and placed 1t under the brass pot
contamning water on the window sill, which she was bound to
Iift first thang 1n the morning  She could carry 1t to 2 neighbour
and have 1t read to her if she had any difficulty 1 finding her
glasses Perhaps she mught not like to have 1t read by the
neighbours  She would always cry ‘Sriram, my glasses, where
are the wretched glasses gone 2* whenever anything came to her
hand for reading, and st would be his duty to go to the cupboard,
and fetch them  Now he performed the same duty in anucipa-
tion He tip-toed to the almrah, took the glasses out of their
case silently, and returned to the hall, leaving the spectacle case
open, because 1t had a tendency to close with a loud clap He
placed the glasses beside lus letter of farewell, silently opened the
door, and stepped 1nto the night
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PART TWO

He was an accredited member of the group and 1 many villages
he was glad to find humself fussed over and treated with respect
by the willagers  They looked on hum with wonder  He formed
2 trio with Bharati and Gorpad and whenever the villagers
wanted to know anything about the Mahatma they came and
spoke to hum reverentally and that gave him an opporturty to
work off all the knowledge he had gathered 1 his contacts with
Gorpad and Bharatt It was a way of learning the job while
bemg onit Tl then he had no notion of village hfe  He had
been born and bred i the township of Malgudi and even there
tis 3dea of the bounds of the umverse were confined to Kabir
Street Market Road one or two other spots Whenever he
heard the word willages s mental preture was always one of
green coconut groves long and numerous steps leading downtothe
Jarge tank withelegant village women comung up beating pitchers
and the temple spire showing beyond the tank bund low roofed
houses with broad pyols and mat covered waggons moving about
dragged by bulls with tinkling bells around their necks the cart
men singing all the tme  He owed his 1dea to all the various
Tamul films which he had frequently scen at The Regal  But
hesaw nothing of the kind here  Reality was something different
Some villages were hardly & cluster of huts  ‘Thus was the first
nme he was seeing an actual village and on the first day at a
willage ten mules from Malgudr he felt so bewildered that he asked
Bharan secretly Where 15 the village?

Which willage?

Why sany village he sad

Doesn t this Jook Like a village to you ? she asked

No hereplied Theyhad found tume for a little chat after
the Mahatma had retired for the evening

What 2 pity’ she sad that s so  But learn joung man
this 15 really a wvillage Im npot lymg  There are seven
hundred thousand other villages more or less like this 1n our
country

How do fyou know? he asked to dprolong the conversauon

I learn from wise men  she sa

How wise? he a]

58



She 1gnored his frivolity and started talking of their nussion
They weer out to survey the villages which had recently been
affected by famme It was a mussion of mercy, Mahatmay had
set out to study the famine conditions at first hand, and to put
courage and hope into the sufferers It was a grim, melancholy
underteking  The Mahatma attached so much value to this
tour that he had set aside all his other engagements A distant
war bemng fought 1n Europe, and probably about to start 1n the
far East, had 1ts repercussions here Though not bombed,
they sull suffered from the war, one did not see AR P s1gns or
even a war poster, but small wayside stations acted as a vital hink,
a feeding channel, to a vast war reservorr ;n Western Europe
The waggons at the sidings carned away mght and day tumber
cut in the Memm forests, the corn grown here, and the able-
bodied men who mught have been working on their land

However grim the surroundings might be, Stiram and Bharatt
seemed to notice nothung  They had a delight 1n each other’s
company which mtigated the gloom of the surroundings
Gorpad alone looked oppressed with & sense of tragedy He
spoke less, retired early, mortified himself more and more
He said See what the Brinsh have done to our country this
famine 15 therr manoeuvring to keep us in enslavement ~ They
are plundening the forests and fields to Leep their war machinery
gomng, and the actual sufferer 1s this child, pointing at any village
child who mught chance to come that way, showing its ribs, naked
and pot-bellied

‘“There 15 no food left 1n these villages,” he cnied passionately
“There 15 no one to look after them, who cares for them? Who
15 there to help them out of their difficulties ? Everyone 1s engag-
ed n this war  The profiteer has hoarded all the gramn beyond
the reach of these growers ‘The war machie buys statany price
It s too big a compentor for these poor folk

“Why does he say all that to me? Soram teﬂectcc,i while
mmpatiently waiting to be left alone with Bharat ‘I'm not
responsible for 1t?  Gorpad was an iron man and could be trusted
to leave them alone because he had something else to do, and
when hus back was turned, their eyes met and thay giggled at the
memory of all the sad, bad matters they had just heard or noticed

Sniram’s vision of a village was nowhere to be seen  Hungry,
parched men and women with skin stretched over their bones,
bare carth, dry ponds and muscrable tattered thatched roofing
over crumbling mud walls, streets full of pits and loose sand
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‘The Mahatma sad  You may attend to your work m your
cabm, dont bother about us

May I? he asked desperately I ve to wnte the farc records
sir and prepare the line to recetve the tran,

ly goon sad the Mahatma,

For the first ime durmg all these weeks Snram felt depressed
and unhappy The thought of having to Iive s mundanc exstence
without Mahatmap appalled hum. Not even the proxumity of
Bharat1 scemed to mitigate s musery  As the sound of the
spproachmg tram was heard he looked so stunned that Mahatmay
said Be thpy Bhanu will look after Jou Snram looked
at Bharat b added that she s
your Guru and thmk of her with reverence and respect and you
will be all nght and she will be all right  Srirem took tmeto
digest this sentence  The tramn steamed 1z, Mahatmap entered
& third-class compartment.

Gorpad_a cold headed stoic whom no parting moved told
Snram ‘Now you know what your duties are and howtodo them
Sister you will recerve our instructions Namaste  and chmbed
mto Gandhii s compartment.  His party followed hum 1n.

‘The first bell rang and then the second  The stationmaster
came out andsard “The seven down generally haltshereonlytwo
mmutes but today we have detained 1t for three and 2 half mnutes
st He Jooked d:spsmngly at the crowd of passengers from
other carnages pathered before Mzhatmaps window The
engine wes humming  The engme driver from onc end and the
guard from the othcr had Ieft their stanons 1 order to see the
Mahatma who returned thewr grectngs and asked How can
the trmn move mir when 1ts heart and soul are here?” The
engmne dnver withdrew with a gon on Ius face.  The Mahatma
said to the other people, Now yuuwinnnhavetogn back to
your places The crow P and the
waved his

Gandhup told Snram “Winte to me often. Pl also promuse
you = farly regular correspondence, In the future you know

where hes your work. Become 2 master-spunner soon. Don t
be despondent.

“Yes, master saxd Snram the parting

Bharat merely said 1n a clear voice
"ﬂll!apunmilcdandpummlnslm:dnmipaw

of
“Yes of course, Bapu
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‘Be prepared for any sacrifice

“Yes, Bapu,’ she said earnestly

‘Let nothing worry you’

“Yes, Bapu’

The sky became redder and darker, and the seven down
moved away, taking the Mahatma to Trichy, and then to Madras,
Bombay, Delln and out into the universe Night fell on the
small statton, and the little stationmaster proceeded to hight hus
gas lamps and signals

§

Though the Mahatma’s physical presence was no longer
with hum, Sriram Fad a feeling that his movements were being
guided His home now was a deserted shrine on a slope of the
Mempr Hill, overlooking the valley Down below, the road
zgeagged and jomed the highway which ended a mule off at
Koppal Station He often saw the mail runner trudging up a
curve, with a bag on lus shoulder, a staff on one arm (the staff had
Iittle bells ued to 1ts end, heralding hus arrival cven a mule away)
Sriram expected no mai but he loved to watch the runner nll
he stepped on a rock, and took a diverging crosscut, leading him
to various estates and vilages on the lugher reaches of the
Memp: Hills

This place seemed to have been destined for hum, bwlt
thousands and thousands of years ago by someone who must
have anticipated that Sriram would have a use for an abandoned
bulding The place was a ruin, a few sculptures showed along
the wall, the masonry was crumbling here and there  There was
an mmage of some god with four hands 1 an nner sanctum over~
grown with weed But 1t was the most comfortable nun a man
could possess There were stately pillars 1n a central hall, with
bricks showng, there were walls without a ceilmg, but from
which exotic creepers streamed down, one of the stubborn,
undisturbed pieces of sculpture was a Bull-and-Peacock over the
large portal, which had very large knobbed wooden doors that
could not be moved at all on their immense huinges  This was no
great disadvantage for Sriram since no one came this way, and
even 1f they did, he did not have anything to lock up If he
wished to be out of sight, he had only to slip away beyond a curtain
of weeds, mto a cellar ~ He could hear the train arnive and de-
part far away He could hear the voices of wilagers as they moved
up 1 groups from the villages down below to the estates above /f
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His possesstons were a spmning wh-el, a blanket on which to
sleep andacouple of vessels some foodstuff and a box of matches
He Iit the wick of a small lantern whenever he wanted to work
at mght He had set duties to perform every day when he woke
up with the cries of birds  Oh God 1t's much better 1n Kabir
Street heused to think  The birds make so much uproar bere
that they won t allow a man to sleep 1n peace  In spate of this
he got up from bed He was going through a process of self
tempering & rather hard task for he oftea found on checkmnghus
thoughts that they were still as undesirable a5 ever He had
thought that by practising all the austersties that he had picked
up 1n Gorpad s company he could become suddenly different
Mahatmays had blessed hus 1dea of self development He had
sad  Spin and read Bhagavad Gita and utter Ram Nam con
uauously and then you will know what to do 1 hfe
Sriram carried a change of dress and went downhill to a brook
and bathed He felt so mvigorated after the cold bath that he
sang aloud all alone m his wilderness  He weat an repeating
Raghupaths Raghava Raja Ram Pathitha Pavana Seetha Ranty—
Mahatmay s htany When he sang 1t he had a feeling of being
near him and doing something on tus orders  He was overcome
with such a sense of holiness that he nearly danced 1n joy when
he went back to hus retreat He carmed the two pieces of dress
he had washed i the brook and put them out to dry on the green
fence surrounding the shrine  He was very proud of weanng
cloth made with his own hand  Bharatt had taught hum how to
1nsert the cotton thread how to turn the wheel and how to spin
Gandhiy had presented him with a spinning wheel i one of the
villages with the exolanation “This 15 the key to your future
Snram had felt too respectful to ask what he meant But he
took the wheel with proper reverence and hterally put 1t close to
Ius heart although 1t was a heavy cumbrous apparatus
Bharat: tried to teach hum how to use it duning thewr sojourn
1 one of the villsges  He trred lus hand at spimng and made
countless blunders while learning  He never managed to produce
mote than a couple of inches of yarn at a ime wathout snapping
—it looked more Lke bits of twisted cotton wool than yarn
Bharau could not restramn her laughter when she saw his hand:
work. She remarked You will waste all the cotton 1n India
and Egypt before you make yourself a yard of yarn ~ After this
she held Ius fingers down at the correct pressure at the spaning
pownt but when she took away her hand Sriram let go hus fingers
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too, and the cotton fell down and became worthless for any
purpose

All through the tour he had worked at 1t, hus lessons starting
the moment they came to a halt for the day  Every day Mahar-
may enquired Well, what 15 the progress >

And before he could answer Bharan generally broke n and
saad  Two more inches Bapuy, 1n all he has produced six inches
today, but the count must be specially measured It must be a
five count yarn, probably the same count as a lamp-wick!

The Msahatma said ‘Well, there will be a time soon when he
will g1v e you a hundred count, don’t be too proud, kttle daughter ’
‘I’'m not,’ Bharan said ~ “I’m merely menuosung the facts’

How proud she 1s' Do you know she won her prize 1n a
Khadi compeution some years ago? Her yarn 1 kept m an
exhibition *

‘She scores one over me mn everything,” Sriram reflected
‘IPs because of the excessive support she gets She 15 bemng
spoilt That 1s what 15 wrong with her  She thinks no end of
herself”

T’'m sure Bharati will teach you.how to excel her,’ said the
Mahatma, and Bharat hved up to this promuse She allowed
Srtiram no rest, mght or day  Whenever there was the shightest
respite from travel, she came up with, Now, what 1s the pro-
gramme of the great pupll ? And Sniram dragged the wheel out,
took the hrtle packets of cotton, and started nervously He
dreaded making a mistake and provoking the girls murth  He
hated her for her lewity, and for making lum feel like a fool so
often  But he kept up a desperate effort  He slipped, he made
her laugh, he struggled 1n the gnips of unholy thoughts when she
stooped over hum, held his hand, and taught him the tricks  He
concentrated until his mind was benumbed with the half whisper-
ing movement of the spinming wheel  His fingers ached with
holding a wibrant ever growing thread, and his ¢ves smarted

Finally he did emerge a victor, nearly twelve weeks after
Mahatmap had left  Sriram had stationed himself for his novi-
ciate at onc of the spinning centres, about fifty mtles from Malgud:
Bharst1 was perfectly at home there and proved herself to be a
task mustress of no mean order, she did not let go her grip on
Sriram until he had spun enough yarn free from entanglement
for a dhott and a short shirt It was a result of continuous worl
over weeks  But it was worth it She became very exated at
the success of his efforts  She tore off the blank edge of @ news-
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paper and wrote on 1t in munute letters This s to say that
Sriram 15 henceforth to be called a master spinner and he must
be respected wherever he goes  She helped him to bundle off
the yarn to a central depot at Madras and secure 1 exchange
woven cloth of the same count  Sniram suddenly felt that he was
the ;nhabitant of 2 magic world where you created all the things
you needed with your own hands  His regret was that ke still
could not make the 100 count and that hus yarn was somewhat
rugged But Bharat smd The 40 count 1s the real cloth that
can be used 100s are merely for show and prizes don t worry
about 1t

On the day he got hus khadi clothes a simple dhons and a yibba
(cut and stitched on the spot by the village taylor) he took off
the clothes he had been weanng (mull manufactured) heaped
them in the mddle of the strect poured half a bottle of kerosine
over the lot and apphied 2 match Ius old clothes caught fire and
burned brightly A few members of the spmning centre stood
around the fir and watched Some of the wllagers looked on
with nterest

Snram explamed to the gath d by the leaping
flames I will never agam wear clothes spun by machinery
The dhots and sibba Were heavy 1t was as if a prece of lead were
interwoven wath the texture  But he felt 1t was something to be
proud of  He felt he had scen and reached 2 new plane of exist
ence He sat down and wrote to the Mahatma Burnt my old
clothes today  Spun 40 count  Bharats satisfied

tmayt immediately wrote back to hun  Very pleased

Reep 1t up  God bless you

§

Bharatt came uphull at dusk, Sriram became fussy How
can you walk barefoot 1n all these places ?

Why not? We are not born with sandals on our feet I
have not yet got the leather from Wardha and I shall have to
manage with this until we get1t  But—— she said wath a sigh
there 13 probably no onc there who can attend to our wants
We dont even know how many of them are 1 pnison  The
government have stopped giving even that iformation

‘They were situng on the cool mud floor with & lamp between
them.  Sniram studied her face 8o full of lines nowadays as if the
burden of the country were on her back, with Mzhatmap 1n
pruson since the August of 1942 Bharats {of course along with
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Sriram) was a hittle cog 1n a vast comphcated machimery that was
working, 1 spite of the police hunting down politics everywhere,
to eject the British from the land.

Sriram saud agamn  “You should not walk barefoot.”

‘Why pot® India’s three hundred and sixty miihion walk
barefoot *

Her natonal statstics bored him  He said sharply  “They
may, but 1t doesn’t mean you should also walk barefoot There
may be cobras about, this place 15 full of such things *

p B;ah, as 1f cobras would not bite 1f trodden upon with sandalled
eet!”

“You are too argumentative

‘I tell you X am not able to get the usual leather from Wardhs,’
she complained, and then added I am not afratd of you, and X
don’t have to explan to you why I am like thus or like that. I
am not afraid of cobras erther, or the lonely road. Othermise I
should not be here’

‘Of course, you need not be afraid of me,” smd Snram. “‘Only
you expect others to be afraid of you’

‘Yes, because I am your Guru?

Sriram felt, ‘The whole thing 1s extremely false. She ought
to be my wife and come to my arms’ He wondered for 2
moment, ‘What 15 1t that prevents me from touching her?
What can she do? She 1s all alone 1n this place. Even if she
shouts nobody will hear her for ten miles around®>  He revelled
1n the picture of this ternfic possibility  Butat was only 2 dream.

She explaned her musston ‘I am leaving for Madras tomorrow,
and you won’t see me for some time.”

‘When? Where are you gomng’

I have been summoned for mstructions The police are
watchful, no doubt, but I can manage to go up and rcturn
without any trouble’ She started to go

He wondered, “Why hss she come to tell me this? What
15 the matter? Could I nterpret st as her love for me? No
one would come two mules barefoot just to say there would be
nothung to do for the next three days  She must have come with
some other motive  Probably she likes me very much, waits for
me to take her hand and tell her what I have 1n mind’, and then
she would yield to hum  Absurd to thunk that she wes just his
‘Gure’, Guru indeed! Absurd that s comely young woman
should be set to edncste 8 man{ Edveate lum 1n what? He
chuckled at the thought. And she smd ‘You have
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suddenly very thoughtful, Why? He touched her arm the
lonely here was very gng  but she pushed hus
hand down gently remarking  You rest here tidl T am back with
wstructions  and she turned and was off down the road saying
Don t show yourself too much outside

Hesaid 1 wall escort you half way

1's not necessary  she said and was off

Snram warched her go down hull. Some day someone 15
gomng to abduct her she doesn t seem to feel she 15 8 woman
he thdught and tumed 1o He stood brooding over the runs
around him. Far away a tram halted and proceeded on 1ts
journey 1ts shaded A RP lights crawling along the landscape
He hoped that the gul would reach her village safely without
any musha

‘Three days later she turned up bringing 1nstructions and from
that moment Sniram s actvities took a new turn - Bharat: came
10 him bearing a can of pamnt and a brush  She handed them
over to hum with the air of an ordnance chief distributing weapons
from the armoury  Shesaid “They have assigned to you all the
plantations above It means a lot of walking  You must not
muss any of the dozen villages on the way  The willagers will
help you everywhere, ‘We shall be at work 1 Malgud: and the
surroundings Be carcful I will see you agmn sometime
With Mahatmap m pnson, we have to carry on the work 1n our
own manner We must spread his message everywhere

“The Mahatma had 1n his famous resolution of August 1942 sard
‘Britain must qut India and the phrase had the potency of a
mantra or a magic formula. Throughout the length and breadth
of the land, people cned Quit India  The Home Secretary
grew uncasy at the sound of st. It became a protubited phrase 1n
polite socety  After the Mahatma uttered the phrase, he was
put in pnson_but the phrase took hfe and flourished and did
ulumately produce enough power to send the Briush out  There
was not a blark wall 1z the whole country which did not carry the
message  Wherever one turned one saw  Quit India

On the following day Srirem trudged up the mountamn path
carrying hus litle tin can brush, and 2 rag 1n a satchel slung
over bus shoulder  He stopped at the first village on the way
selected the most switable wall which happened to be the outer
wall of 2 new house, on whose pyol the willage chuldren were
learnng the alphabet.  Therr hps had been reciting the Jetters
of the alphabet 1n 2 chorus, which 1nadentally lul.ed ther teacher
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into a shight doze, but therr eyes were following the bullock
carts ratthng down the road in a caravan, buses flymg past and
disappeaning 1n a cloud of churned up dust, and people passing
toand fro The day was bright and the glare on green trees and
boughs and hedge creepers, was enticing, their eyes wandered,
therr minds wandered  And so when Sriram came up to write
on the wall they shipped out of therr class with afeeling of profound
relief The elders of the village teo suspended their normal
occupations and stood around to watch

Sniram dipped the brush mn pamnt and fashioned carefully,
‘Quut India’ on the wall He wished that he didn’t have to wrnte
the letter ‘Q’, which consumed a lot of black pamnt It was no
use wasting all the avarlable paint on a single letter  He wondered
if, for economys sake, he could manage without drawimng its
tal  They were launching on a war with a first-rate, war-
equipped naton hike England, all their armament bemng this
brush and black pamnt and blank walls They could not afford
to squander their war-resources i wntng just a single letter
It also seemed to hum possible that Brtain had imported the
letter “Q’ into India so that there mught be 2 natonal drain on
black pant He was so much obsessed with tlus thoughe that
he began to write 2 modified Q’, expending the very mimmum
of pant or 1ts tail so that 1t read, unty one scrutimized 1t closely,
‘Owt Indta  The villagers asked How long ought thus to be
on our wall, sir?

Till 1t takes cffect?’

What does 1t say, sir?

‘Itas “Quit —meaning that the Briish must Jease our country

‘What will happen, sir, if they leave? Who will rule the
country?”’

‘We will rule 1t ourselves’

‘“Will Mahatmay become our Emperor, sir?’

‘Why not ?* he said, shaping the letters, with his back turned
to them He taught the school cluldren to cry, ‘Quit India,
i a chorus They gleefully obeyed him  Therr teacher came
S}?d expostulated What 1s this you are doing, str, you are spoiling

em?

‘How ?

‘By teaching them seditnous behaviour  The police wall be
afterus soon Do you want us to end 1n Jul ¢

Yes, why not? When more mmportant persons than jyou
arc already there’ The crowd jeered at the teacher  The boys
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were ever ready to seize an opportunity to jeer at the old man
The old man was more tough than he looked He put on his
spectacles and looked Smram up and down

The boys cied  Oh the master 1s looking through tus specta
cles oh!oh! They laughed and cried Quut India

The teacher pushed his way through and cried  Addaf possible
one e before t what we need mn this country 15 not 2 Quit’
programme bura Quet India  Why don t you write that?

Sriram fimshed his job of wriing  He had borrowed a ladder
from someone He turned round and sad to the teacher
Please do something more useful than standing there and talking
master  Please sec that thus ladder 1s returned to 1ts owner 1
forget lus name and you will have done your bit to free our
count

The teacher relented a Iittle He came forward and said

It s not that I dont want to sec our country freed I am as

much a patriot a3 you but honestly do you think we are ready to
rule ourselves? We arent  Dont delude yourself We are
not ready yet for anything  Let this war be over and you will
find me the first to fight for Swara; Patriotism 18 not your
monopoly  The boys stood around and cried slogans

Snram said  Be careful you will be beheaded when Brtain
leaves Indma, We have a list of everybody who has to be be-
headed

The teacher lost his temper completely and smd  How dare
you say that! I dont want to see Britam go 1 am not one of
those who think that we I be happier when Hitler comes perhaps
with the help of people hike you Let me tell you you wall be
the first to be shot then

Part of the crowd was apprecianve of the teacher’s point of
iew ;nd satd  The master 1s nght why should we initate the
nrear

Sriram turned on them with rage and sad  You will not only
ntate you must not recogruze the government You don't
have to pay taxes totatsll  They are ten thousand miles away
from us why do you give them your tax?

Fellows like this should not be allowed to go about as they
like thats why Ive always ssked for a police outpost here
If there had been policeman here would he have dared to come
end lecture like this?

How far awsy 1s the police statton ? asked Sriram

The Curcle Station 1s beyond ten stones  rephied someone
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‘See that,’ said Smiram, ‘your sircar have not given you even
a police station!  Is 1t because 1t 15 unnecessary when there 1s a
person like this master 1n your mudst?’

The boys raised a shout of appreciation and cried, ‘Quit
Indi’, 1n a sing song manner It was a vociferous, happy gather-
g Ther shouts and the general riotous behaviour frightened
a parr of bullocks drawing a load of hay down the road The
bullocks lowered their heads and pulled the cart nto a ditch,
and 1t created a general mélée, people runnmg hither and thither,
and shouting directions to each other  The carter, while puliing
the ammals back to the road, swore at them and at the disturbance
These poliicians, Gandhi folk, they won’t leave anyone 1n peace

y do you come and trouble us here ?’

Snram said ‘Hey, pull up your cart and hsten Don’t talh
Like a baby  You are old enough to know what you are talking
about? What's your age®

The carter pulled up his remns and said over the nngle of
the bells round the necks of lis ammals, <I thunk I'm
wenty!’

‘Twenty! More likely you are fifty’

‘May be, sir, a ittle this way and that I used to be twenty’

‘How many children have you?

‘Five sons, sir, and a grandson ’

‘You are fifty, my dear fellow, and you fook 1t  Don't talk
irresponsibly Do you know Mahatma Gandh 15 1n jail ?*

Yes, master’

‘You know why he1s there® The man shook hus head  ‘So
that you may be a frec man 1n this country  You are not a free
man 1n this country now ’

§

Sntram’s orbit of operstions lay im the mountmn willages
scattered here and there, connected by more or less sclf formed
roads, which wound their way through thick wooded vegetaton
and forests Their connection with the outside world was through
a postal runner, who passed through some of the better villages
once or twice a week, binging 1n the mails dumped at the railway
station at hoppal There were a few police outposts scattered
over the whole arca, with a petty officer and a handful of men 1n
each, who kept n touch with their headquarters through the
telephone Iines passing overhead and often vanishung 1nto
vegetation on the mountaun slope  One would hardly
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Im merely carrying out an order and I cannot afford to
stop and listen to too much wisdom

There was & plantation 4000 fect above sea level whither
Sriram carred hus pot of pant and his brush It meant nearly
half a day’s job for lum  He arrived at the estate late one after
noon He saw a picturesque gate-post with the sign - Mathieson
Estates overit There wasn t a single human being to be seen
for miles around  Sriram wondered for a moment  Is 1t worth
writing any message here? He looked about and hesitated but
dismussed the doubt as unworthy  He briskly dusted a portion
of the gate-post and wrote m a beautiful round handwnting

Qut India  and turned to go

An estate labourer who was passing stopped to look at the
message and asked  Are you writing a board ?

Snram explained at length the import of the message The
man lstened for a while and said  Go away That Dora:
15 2 bad fellow  Always with a2 gun  He may shoot you

Sriram hesitated for a moment wondening whether 1t would
be more worthwhile to get shot or to go away peacefully He
suddenly felt he need not have come up so far 1f 1t were only to
go back safely  He hadn t climbed 4 000 fect above sea level for
nothing The labourer with the pick axe went away after
utteriog lus warning  Sriram went forward towards an ancent
bungalow that he saw shead  Hope he doesn t have bull dogs
he reflected  He prctured the scene ahead 1o a somewhat gory
way He had only to approach the steps and the Doras would
fevel hus double-barrelled and chick, and Snirem would go up 1n
smoke and blood Probably that would fill Bharan with remorse
She would tell herself I wish I had shown my love more
defimtely when he was alive  Anyway why was he doimng this?
The High Command had not instructed him to go and bare s
chest before a gunman

A seven foot figure with a red face and sandy hair accosted
tum by the porch  He was smoking & pipe and had ore hand
comfortably tucked 1n fus trouser pocket  For s second Srtram
felt a Litrde reluctant to go forward

Hullo! Who may you be?
Sniram felt dwarfed by his ude  He went up and said 1n 2
shnll voice I have brought a message
©Oh, good. From where?
From Mahatmays
The man took out hus prpe and smd  Oh! Whar?
7



‘From Mshatma Gandh;*

‘Well, What 15 1t?’

‘That you must quit India’

The other looked abashed for a second  But he recovered his
composure 1n a moment He said ‘Why do you say that>

‘I'm not saying  I'm merely giving you the message’

‘Oh! Oh! Come 1 and have a dnnk won’t you ?’

‘No I never dnnk’

‘Oh, yes, yes I didn’t mean spints, but you can have any-
thing you want, sherbet, or coffec or tea’

‘Oh, I need nothung’

“You look tired, come 1m, let us have a chat anyway Boy "
he shouted and hus bearer appeared ‘“T'wo glasses of orange
juice,” he ordered  ‘Look sharp’

Yes, siry’ said the Boy, turnung and going away

‘The servant wore a white unuform with a lot of buttons  Sniram
reflected, ‘This man wants even a particular knd of dress for
Indians who act as hus servants,’ and felt an explicable rage
The other watched his face for a while, then smd, Come along,
Iet us go to the veranda’ He conducted him up the steps to
the veranda, which had been furnished with wicker charrs covered
with beautiful chintz cloth there were also a few decoratne
plants n large pots here and there  Sriram contrasted 1t with
his own surroundngs, a runed budding built thousands of
years ago, full of snakes and scorpions and with only 2 mat to
slecpon  He could not help asking, How do you manage to do
allthis? May I know?

‘Do what? asked Mathieson

‘Mzanage so much decoration and luxury so far away? sad
Sniram and pointed at all the things around

Mathieson laughed gently and said, ‘I wouldn t call this lusury,
my friend’

And all this while millions of people here are going without
food or shelter!” he said 1n 2 general way, the statstics he had
picked up from Bharat: desering hum for the moment

‘It 15 our prayer,’ suid Mathieson, ‘that all of them may have
not only enough to cat soon but also beautful houses to ive 1,
something, I hope, better than this, which s only &8 make-shift.’

Sriram put down tius explanation to racal arrogance ‘It s
us prospenty and the feching of ownung this country that makes
him talk Lke thus,” he reflected, and wanted to shout at the top
of his voice, ‘Quit, quit, we shall look after ourselves, we don't
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care for wicker furmture and gaudy coverings for them we don ¢
care even for food what we care for—— He was not clear how
to end his sentence  He merely said aloud What we most care
for 1s to do what Mahatman tells us to do

And what has he advised you to do?

We will spin the charka wear Khadi hve without luxury
and we shall have India ruled by Indians

But you have rejected the opportumity to try it Dont
ycé}x ‘?hmk it 15 a pity you should have turned down Crippss
offer

Snram cid not reply fora while It seemed to hun a techmcal
point with which he was not concerned  Such mtricate academic
techmcalities refused to enter hus head and so he merely said
Mahatmajt does not think 80 and there was an end to the
discussson He had 2 jumble of phrases Donumon Status
Rescrvation for Mishms and this and that although he had
gathered all these from the newspapers they secmed to hum beside
the point the only thing that mattered being that Mahatmap did
not think the proposals had anything to do with the independence
of Indra  Itas just an eyewash he said remembening a news

aper comment  We don t wane all that  We have no use for
such proposals We dont want chanty

Ths last thought so worked lum up that presently when the
butler came besring # tray with two gla.ses of orange juice be
wanted to knock the tray down dramaucally and say I dont
wantit but it was & beautful hqud yelLow and fresh m a loog
and almost mvisible tumbler and the chmb and exertion had
parched his throat  He hesitated

Mathieson handed hum a glass and rasing his own, sad

Here's to your health and luck

Snram could merely mumble Thanks and dramed off s
dnnk  The passage of the juce down hus throat was so pleasant
that he felt he could not mterrypt 1t under any circumstance
He shut his eyes mn ecstasy  For a moment he forgot politics
Quit Bharats strifé, and even Mahatman  Just for a second the
bliss lasted He put down lus glass and sighed The other
had taken an inwisible infimitestmal layer off the top level in hus
glass and was saying  Care to have another?

‘No suid Snram and started to leave The other walked
with tum half way down the duve  Sniram said  Don t rub off
the message I have pamnted on your doorway

Oh no Ishant. Itisesouven and I shall keepit proudly
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‘But won’t you be leaving this country, quitting, I mean?’
asked Snram

‘I don’t think so Do you wish to quit this country ?*

‘Why should I? I was born here,’ said Sriram indignantly

‘I was unfortunately not born here, but I have been here very
much longer than you How old are you?

“T'wenty-seven, or thirty  What does 1t matter ?°

‘Well, I was your age when I came here and I am sixty-two
today You see, 1t 15 just possible I am as much attached to this
country as you are ’

But I am an Indian,’ Sniram persisted

‘So am I’, smd the other, “and perhaps I am of some use to
the people of this country seeing that I employ five thousand
field labourers and about two hundred factory hands and office
workers ’

‘You are doing it for your own profit. You think we can only
be your servants and nothing else,’ said Sriram, not bemng able
to think out anything better, and then he asked, ‘Aren t you afrmd?
You are all alone, 1f the Indians decide to throw you out, 1t may
not be safe for you’

Mathieson remmned thoughtful for a moment and sad,
‘Well, I suppose I'shall take my chance, that 1s all, but of one thing
I feel pretty sure—I am not afraid of anything’

It 15 because Mahatmay 1s your best friend He wants this
struggle to be conducted on perfectly non-violent lines *

‘Of course that 15 also a pomnt Well, 1t was nice meeting you,’
he said, extending hus hand  ‘Good bye’

Sriram went down the pathway, overhung with coffce shrubs,
hedge plnm;s’; bamgloo clus(;nci, and pepper vine m:xhdmg’ g;cr
everything else, with very green grass covering the ditches
on the sides He felt so tired that he wondered why he did
not lay umself down on the velvet turfand sleep, but he had other
things todo  He had unremitung duties to perform.

§

It was the village named Solur three mules away that was his
next destination. The place consisted of sbout fifiy houses
on & hull slope  Valleys and meadows stretched awy before 1t
It was seven o clock when Sniram reached it.  The village was
astir withactivity  Men, women, and cluldren were enthusiastic-
ally gathered under the banyan tree of the village, i bnght
chattering groups A gas hight had been hung from thetree,and



one or two people were arranging & couple of tron chairs brought
1n from one of the richer house-holds i the willage The two
wron chairs were meant for some distinguished men who were
Stiram went to the only shop i the villsge purchased

a couple of plantans and washed them down with a bottle of
soda water  He felt refreshed  He asked the shopman  What
ume does the meetung begin ?*

Very soon they are bringing someone to catertam us It 1s
gong to be a nice function ~ Can t you stay on forit?

Yes 1wl

“Where are you comiog from?

From far away said Srram

Where are you going? the other asked

Far awsy agam  said Sram attempting to be as evasive as
possible  The other laughed treating it as 2 mice joke  The
man supported himself by clutching with one hand a rope
danghng from the celing It was 2 box like httle shop made
entirely of old packing cases with a seat cushioned with gunny
sacks for the proprctor to sit on  Bottles contamning aerated
water 11 rainbow colours adorned his top shelf bunches of green
bananas hung down by nads 1 front of hys shop almost hutting
one m the face and he had several httle boxes and shallow tins
filled with parched nce fried gram, peppermunts sugar candy
and so forth He enjoyed Snram s joke so much that he asked
T have some mice biscuits won t you try them?

Arc they English biscuits ? Sriram asked

The best Enghsh biscuts

‘How can you be sure?”

I got them through & fniend 1 the army  They are supplied
coly to the Army now Purcly Englsh biscuts which you
r.mnzth get for mles around. In these days no one else can

em

Have you no sense of shame ¥ Stiram asked

‘Why why what 13 the matter? the other said taken aback
and then smd  Hey give me the money for what you took and
get out of here You are a fellow 1 Khad: are you? Oh! Ohl
I didnt nonce  And so you think you can do what you Lke
12k #s you like, and behave like a rowdy

“You may say anythmg about me, but dont talk il of this
dress It 18—t 13—too sacred to be spoken about in that

manner
The shopman felt cowed by his manner and said, All tight, sir
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please Jeave us alone and go your way I don’t want you lecturing
here  Your bill 1s two annas and six pies two bananas one
anna each, and soda six pies ’

‘Here 1t 15,’ Sriram said, talung out of his tiny purse two small
cons and a six pte cown and passing them on to

‘You see,’ the other said, softening, “this 1s not the season for
bananas and so they are not a, cheap as they mught be’

‘I am not questioning your price, but I want you to understand
that you should not be seling foreign stuff  You should not
sell English biscuits >

All night, sir, hereafter I will be careful, after I dispose of the
present stock’

‘If you have any pride as an Indian you will throw the entire
stock 1n the gutter and won't lct even a crow peck at it Do you
understand ?

Yes, sir,” satd the shopman, not iking the httle circle of watch-
ful people who were gathering At the end of the street the
lecture platform was being set up with groups of people standing
around watching The shopman saw an old coemy of lus who
Iiked to scc hum 1n trouble standing on the edge of the crownd
with & grn on his face As if to satsfy hum, the gods had
brought this man i Khadi here, a born troublemaker He
appealed to Sriram, ‘Now sir, please go away a httle I must
close the shop’

“You may close the shop 1f you like but I want you to destroy
those biscuats,’ said Sriram

What biscusts ?* asked the shopman alarmed  Please leave me
alone, sir’

‘You have those Enghish biscuts, you smd?’

‘I have no English biscuits, where should I get them? Even
1 the black market they are not available’

‘If they are not English biscuts, so much the better My
cstccxg for you goes up, but may I have a look at ome of
them ?*

I have no biscuits at all,’ pleaded the shopman  The crowd
guffaned Somebody shouted to somcone else, ‘Hey, here 1s
Ranga 1n the soup, come on’

“You have got them 1n that box,” Sriram sad, pomnting to one
of the tin boxes The shopman immediately hfted ats id and
displayed 1ts contents, whute flour, luckly for hum

‘But did you not say that you had biscwts a moment
ago?
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Who? I? I was merely jolung I am a poor shopkeeper
how could I afford to pay black market rates for biscwts and keep
them for sale?

He has got them mside sir Let hum show us the inside of
tus shop  said one of the wags

Shut up and go your way shouted the shopman

The situation was gettung more complicated every moment

I am very sorxy to note that you are a lhar in additon to
bemng & scller of foreign black market stuff I am prepared to
lay my life at your threshold if 1t will only make you truthful
and patrionc 1 wall not Jeave this place unul I see you empty
all your stock 1n that dramn and give me an undertakupg that you
wnil never utter a falsehood agan 1n your hife I am gomg to
stay here ull I drop dead at your door

You are prcking an unnecessary fight with me  wailed the

man

I am only fighting the evil 1n you 1t 15 2 non violent fight

A woman came to buy half an anna worth of salt  Sriram
nterposed and said  Please dont buy anything here  When
the woman trted to get past him he threw himself before her on
the muddy ground You can walk over me 1f you bke but I walt
not allow you to buy anything 1n us shop

The shopman looked miserable What an evil day! What
an el face did he open us eyes on when he awoke that morning!
He pleaded  Sir I will do anything you say please don t create
trouble for me

Snram sasd  You are completely mustaking me my friend
It's not my intention to create trouble for you I only wish to
help you

The woman who came to buy salt sud The sauce on the
oven will evaporate 1f I wat for your argument to conclude
and looking at the figure lying prone on the ground she pleaded
May I buy my salt at the other shop over there sir?

Sniram with lus head down could not help Iaughing  He sud
“Why should you not buy your salt wherever you like P

She didnt understand his powmt of view and explamned I
buy salt once a month sir  After all we are poor people. We
cannot afford luxuries :n ke Salt used to cost——

Sriram still lay on hus belly and rased hus head and sad
It’s for guplc like you that Mahatma Gandht has been fighting
Do you know that he will not rest nll the Salt Tax 13 repealed ?*
‘Why sur? she ssked mnocently
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‘For every pinch of salt you consume, you have to pay a tax to
tiie English government  That’s why you have to pay so much
for salt.’

Someone 1nterposed to explan  ‘And when the Tax goes,
you will get so much salt for an anna,’ he indicated a large quantity
with is hands

The woman was properly impressed and said, opening her eyes
wide ‘It used to be so cheap,’ and added, throwing & hostile
glance at the shopman standing on hus toes, supporting fumself
by the danghng rope, with tears 1n his eyes, ‘Our shopmen are
puttng up the prices of everything nowadays They have
become very avancious,’ a sentiment with which most people
were 1n agreement A general murmur of approval went round
the gathering

The shopman standing on his toes said, *What can we do, we
sell the salt at the price the government have fixed *

“You mught support those of us who are fighting the govern-
ment on these questions,’ said Sriram, “tf you cannot do anything
else Do you remember Mahatma’s march to Dandi Beach m
19307 He walked three hundred mules across the country, 1
order to boil the salt-water on the beach of Dandi and help
anyone to boil salt water and make his own salt”

‘The shopman was the very picture of misery He sud in an
undertone, I’ll do anything you want me to do, please get up
and goaway  Your clothes are gettung so dirty Iying in the dirt?

‘Don’t bother about my clothes I can look after them, I
can wash them’

‘But this mud 15 clayey, sir, 1t 15 not easily removed,’ saxd the
shopman

Someone 1n the crowd cried, ‘What do you care? He will
probably give 1t to & good dhoks

‘If you can’t find a dhobz, you can give it to our dhobr Shama,
he will remove any stan  Even Europcans in those estates
above call him for washing their clothes, sie’

Someone clse nudged Jum and murmured, Don’t mention
Europeans now, he doesn’t ke them?

It seemed to Sririm that the people here liked to see lum
lying there on the ground, and were doing everything to keep
hum down When this struck him, he raised himself on lus
hands and sat up  There was a smear of mud on hus no ¢ and
forchead and sand on lus harr A little boy, weaning a short vest -
and 8 par of trousers twice his size, came runmeg,
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ughtly a six pre comn 1n hus hand  He shouted ~ Give me good
snuff for my grandfather three pres and coconut bharfi for three
He dashed past Sriram to the shop and held out hus com  The
shopman saatched the com from his hand 1n the twinkling of an
eye Snram touched the feet of the young boy and 1mportuned
m Dont buy anything in this shop

‘Why not?

Sriram started to explan  You see our country— when two
of three people m the crowd pulled the young boy by the scruff
saying  Why do you ask questions ?  Why don £ you just do what
youare asked todo? They tried to pull hum away but he clung
to a short wooden railing and cried  He has taken my money
My money my money

People shouted angrily at the shopman Give the boy his

moaey

‘The shopman cried HowcanI? Thisisa Friday and would
1t 00t be inauspicrous to gave back a com? 11l be runed for
the rest of my life I am prepared to give him what be wants for
the comn even a little more if he wants but no I can t gave back
the cash  Have pity on me friends I am a man with seven
chuldren

The lttle boy cied My grandfather will beat me of I dont
take hom the souff  Fiis box s empty  He 1s wainne for me

Go and buy 1n that other shop someone said
hThc boy answered He Il throw it away 1f st 15 from any other
shop

The shopman added with untimely Pndz He has been my
customer for the last ten years  He can’t get this snuff from any
other place I challenge anyone

The boy clung to the raling and cried [ must have the snuff
packet  otherwise—e—

Someone from the crowd pounced upon hum muttenng impre
canons and tore him away from the railing  The boy set up a
howl The crowd guffawed The shopman wrung hus hands in
desparr  Sriram saton thedust likea statue solemnly gazung onthe
ground before lum,  Someone pacified the boy murmunng in
his ears  Come and take your snuff after that fellow leaves

When will ke go? whispered the boy

Hewillgoawaysoon Heisnotaman of thus place  whisper
ed enother man

But my grandfather’s snuff box must be filled at once.

111 come and speak to your grandfather don t worry
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Sriram sat Iisterung to everything, but he sard nothing, without
moving

The crowd at the shop gradually melted away as the gathening
at the other end started forming A second lantern was being
taken up the tree  The crowd looked up and said, ‘Ramu 1s
climbing the tree with the lantern’ They potnted at a youth
wearing a stripped banian over hus bare body and khak shorts
His mother watching from below cmed, Hey, Ramu, don’t
go up the tree, won t someone pull that boy down, he s always
chmbng trees’

‘Why do you bother, what if boys do chimb trees?’ asked
someone A quarrel started, the mother retorting, “You wouldn’t
talk like thus 1if you had a son always endangening himself”’

The boy shouted from the tree-top, “if you are gowng to
quarrel, I will jump down and make you all scream’® The

crowd enjoyed the situation For a moment the shopman
lost sight of hus own troubles, gazed at the tree-top, and remarked,
‘That’s a ternible boy, always worrying his mother with hus
desperate antics  She knows no peace with um about.

Well, he looks old enough to look after himself]’ said Sriram.

“Yes, but he has been spoilt by lus mother, he 1s always chimbing
trees, or swimmung or teasing people, a rowdy, said the shopman

‘You people trouble hum too much He will not bother
anyone if he 15 left alone, I think,’ smid Snram  “‘Everyone 1s
advising and worrying him.’

Now came z shout from the tree-top “I have fixed the lantern
Who else could have donet?®  The lantern swung 1 the air and
threw mowving shadows on the rocky hill slope behind. The
crowd jeered and Inughed at lum.  If anyone jeers at me, I'll
cut the rope and throw the lamp on you all,’ he challenged

‘Devil of a boy,’ shouted hus mother It was pointiess banter,
it seemed to Snram  He felt angry at the thought of all these
aimless, bght hearted folk 1n thus place. The shopman added,
“There 1s no peace 1n thus village—those two are always bothenng
everyone 1n some way or other’

‘You are no better,” smd Stiram angnly  The country was
engaged 1n a struggle for sunvival, 1n a flash there passed before
tus mind Gandhy, his spinning wheel, the hours he spent 1n walk-
ing thunkang and morufying himself 1n vanous ways, his imprison-
ment, all this seemed suddenly pointless, seetng the kind o ple
for whom 1t weas all mtended. He suddenly felt unhappy
All his own acuvity seemed to hum meamogless  He mught as
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well return to the cosy 1solation of Kabir Lane—that would at
least make one old soul happy  What did 1t matter whether the
shopman sold British biscwits or Scandmnavian ones or Chunese
crackers or French butter? It was only a matter of commerce
between a less trad and a thick-skinned public
All this sttting 1n the mud and bothering and fighting was uncalled
for He felt suddenly weary He asked the shopman Can
you give me 8 piece of paper and a pen and an envelope? I
will pay for 1t

No sir sard the shopman  There 15 no demand for paper
and such thungs at this shop People who come here are all
sumple folk who want something to eat or drink,

And who ask only for Englsh biscusts I suppose? sad
Sriram cymucall

Forget it sir T never do 1t again  assured the shopman.
If you will only get up from that spot and forget me

Srirem felt pleased at this comphment and at the great smpor
tance Ius personahty had acquired It was very granfying  You
are not lying I hope, about the paper and envelope? he asked
“Possibly you have only the costliest English paper and ink?

Nc sir Iswear by the Goddess 1n that temple I have no
stock, and I swear by all that 15 holy I will hereafter avoid alt
English goods I will fing 1nto the gutter any biscwt that I
may cver sec anywhere I will kick anyone who asks for an
English biscut. ~ At least 1n this village there wall be no more
English biscuits  Mcanwhule, may I go to the schoolmaster and
fetch you a sheet of paper and a pen? He 1s the oply one who
everwntes anything in this place ©  The shopman added Please
move up 2 brtle 1 can t leave the shop open there are 100 many
thieves about.

Soram said 11l Jook after your shop wiule you are away
and then 10 a suister manner “You know how well I can keep off
people.  Hescemed to enjoy it es & joke

The shopman thought it best to join 1 and laughed nervously
prepanng to close the doors of hus shop  His nerves were taut
lest Sniram should suddenly chenge bis mnd  He added m
order to safeguard humself against this possibility  You must
wnte your letters sir without fail, however busy you may be
IN bebackina moment. He felt ha when he gave a tug to
hus brass lock and jumped down.  Hefeftlke a freeman  Ths
was hus first taste of absolute freedom mn all ks hfe 1 will be
back, str I wall be back sir he cied runming away jinghog hus
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bunch of keys It was an amusing sight to watch the portly
man run

Sriram enjoyed 1t for a while, leaned back on the door of the
shop decorated wath enamel plates advertising soaps and hair-oil,
and composed 1n his mind the letter he would wnte when the
paper armved His eyes were watching the swaying lanterns
dangling from the tree branch over the shrine, and the people
assembled for the meeting underit. His mund was busy with the
letter ‘Revered Mahatmay, I don’t know why we should bother
about these folk  They don’t seem to deserve anything we may
do for them They sell and eat foreign biscuits  They are ail
frivolous-minded, always bothenng too much sbout a young
scamp who has cimbed atree I don tknow if he has come down,
I don’t care 1if he falls down, 1t'll be a good niddance for all con-
cerned  They will thank us for leaving them alone, rather than
for teling them how to win Swargy They sumply don t care
At thus very moment I find them engrossed in preparing for a
Loyalists’ Meeting  What I want to know, my revered Mzahat-
maj, 1s~—’ He wondered what 1t was that he wanted to tell the
Mahatmap  What was really the problem ?

He lost sight of the problem  He felt suddenly that he was
too tred and unhappy He was hungry and homesick. He
wanted to go back to hus Kabir Lane home, preferably with
Bharan, and forget all this  The banana and soda-water were
hardly adequate for the stramn he was undergomg  He washed
he could ask the man for more 1f he came back and opened the
shop door He was seized with such inertia that he watched
without stiming the proceedings of the meenng ahead of him
His consaence pricked fum all the tme  Somethung told lum
“You are here to counteract this meeting, but you are doing
nothing about 1t.” He merely told humself, ‘I can’t do anything
I want to suspend everything till 1 have guwidance from my Jeader
There 15 no use rushing along without a pomnt.’  He saw without
emotion a set of people arnvemajeep A gramophone ground
awny, with amplifiers, producing some film songs to which the
public marhed ume ~ And then somecone came up with a
harmonium, and sccompamed itinaloudvoree  Snramshuthus
cars at the sound of the harmomum Damnped instrument,’
he muttered to himself  His nertes were ajangle wath ats rzucous

‘I hope when Mahatms Gandlu becomes the Emperor of
India, he will make 3t o penel offence to make o play this mstru-
ment  Ths 1s also 8 British gift, I suppose,” he told humself
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After the music someone presented a scene from Ramayana
with music andnarranon  The public emjoyed the show
Right 1n the mudst of 1t all the two officers occupying the 1ron
chatrs suddenly got up and delivered a speech 1a very bad Tamul
They explamned the mmportance of the War how Brtan was
wmmng how 1t was Indta s duty to help and how India should
protect herself from enemmes within and without  There were
policemen 1n plawn clothes made less plam by their broad belts
and khak shirts civil officers 1 tweed and bush coats with sleck
harr somebody was distibuting toffee out of 2 tm to alf the chuld
renn the assembly  Sritam said to lumself 1 m here to stop 1t
but—but—let me first wrte to the Mahatma and gettus advice—
He looked about He had anexcuse to wait He had to wast for
the promsed letter paper But he spotted the shopmen 1n the
crowd Oh liar) Sriram commented He 1s probably gomg to
pretend that he 13 8 child ask for toffee and sell 1t at black market
rates tomorrow at his shop

§

As 1f 1n answer to hus unwritten letter he received & communt
caton from Mazhatman It was enclosed 1 a note to Bharau
and sad  Your work should be a matter of 1oner futh It
cannot depend upon what you see or understand  Your conscience
should be your gwude mn every action Comsult 1t and you
wont go wrong  Don t guide yourself by what you see  You
should do your duty because your waer voice drives you to do it
Well look afier Bharatt as well as she looks after you thats all
God bless you both 1 your endeavours

The message had given Bharatt an occasion to come up and see
hum. It was one of lus off-days a day of soldier s leave as he
thought. He had sat at the portal of lus runed temple resigning
Tumself to doing nothung for the day gomng through an old issue
of a paper he had picked up It was full of dead news—of'the
Maginot Line and the hke But that was enough for hum
The mail carner had stepped off the boulder down below long
8go on his return journey and had gene back to the plans
The evenng train had crawled 10 and out of the landscape long
ago  The sun stood potsed over the Western horizon

Snirambrought out hus rush mat spread 1t out and threw humself
on 1t, and was presently absorbed not only 1 reading =il the stale
news 1n the paper butelso inall those jokes it bits and syndicat
ed cartoons which filled the bottom of ws columns  He had



picked up the paper on the highway, when returming from hus
expedition at Solur village It had blown across the highway and
hugged a tree trunk.  He unwound the sheet from the tree-trunk,
flashed hus torch on 1t and saw that 1t was an up-country paper
which was well known for its reactonary views and carping
references to Gandhuys, but sull 1t contamed some interesting
Sunday reading He felt umtated for a second at the thought
that someone should have been scattering such an Imperahstc
paper 1n these parts, but he carefully folded 1t and put 1t 1nto his
bag He had been the victim of certain moments of extreme
boredom, when he felt that the huge teak trees and bamboo
clumps and the estate trees covermg slope upon slope would
destroy lus mund ~ They got on his nerves and made hum want to
shout aloud in protest He once tried talking aloud to himself
n order to get over the tedium  He asked himself, ‘Hallo, what
are you doing here? and told himself, I am fighting for my
country *
‘What sort of fight 15 1t? You look Lke a vagrbond, with no
umform, no weapon, and no ememy 1n sight, what sort of fight
15 this®  Are you johung 2’ and he laughed aloud, Oh, oh, oh?
He spoke at the top of hus voice il the hulls echoed with hus vorce,
and one or two birds sitting on a tree nearby took off 1n fright
‘This exuberance had greatly relieved his mund  Now he hoped
to be provided aganst boredom wath this sheet of newspaper
Here at least was something to read instead of watching endlessly
those tree-tops and valleys It was hus lot to be here He
could not kick agamst 1t

He stretched himself on lus mat He had rolled over a block
of stone to serve as a back-support for hus couch  He had found
1t a couple of days before lying about in the grass and weeds,
and had moved it up with difficulty It had been a job of nearly
an hour There were smoothed out lettering and ornamental carv -
1ngs on the stone He had speculated what they might sigmifs, but
they were circular letters which looked famuliar but eluded study,
a message carved probably thousands of years 2go by some hang
or emperor or fyrant one found pictured n histors books  Histony
books were full of ruffianly-looking characters, sccording  to
Snram  He had often wondered what earthly purpose was served
1 reading and allowing onesclf to be quesuoned about side-
whishered goandas? Reclimng agatst ths tablet he thoaghe
that 1f he had at Jeast passed lus examinations normally, heneeda t
have pot tato hus present life He might hase sealed as 2 good
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natured clerk 1n an office as hus friend Prasanna had done
It was only yesterday he had been 2 champson street footballer
but already be was m harness slaving at the Treasury desk several
hours a day

Snram rechned comfortably eganst the ancent wblet and
read a joke 1n which a He and a She indulged mn a four line
dialogue  When am I going to get my tie pressed? To which
she gave the smart reply  Exactly an hour after I get that pown
Sriram read 3t over agam and agam and felt writated  What
was the joke? Where lay 1ts humour? He looked 1t over and
examuned 1t sunutely but failed to spot any sensen it It was

d by looking couple fat about the waist

Sriram thought We can t know what humour Englishmen will
enjoy! He put away the paper and 1ts corners rustled m the
wind  Now it was as if he heard the anklet-sound of hus beloved
and there she was down below Bharatn was coming up the
voad half a mule away She had never been more welcome
He got up and ran to her with a wild cry of joy He saw her as
an angel come to relieve him of us tedum  She carried a bagan
her band as usual and she strode on with such assurance and
happmess  She was taken aback when turning 2 bend she was
accosted by Sriram

Hallo! 'he cnied at the top of his voiee  Here 13 my Devata

come.
She slowed down her paccandsaxd  What has come over you?
t will anyone seeing us thunk!

“Who 15 there 1o see and think ?” he asked haughtily  Asifa
big crowd were milling about! he said putting nto 1t all the
venom he felt at hus lonely exstence  She detected his tope of
bitterness but preferred to overlook 1t.

What do you want? A b g fair around you all the ime? she
asked Light heartedly walking on

He asked Where are you goung

1m gong to meet you

Here I am

I won t take official notice of your presence here but 1f you
‘want me to state my business I will say it and go back I have
come to you with excellent news

What 18 1t? he cried anxiously following her

She went on saying Come and hear 1t at your own place

At hi. place he ceremomiously showed her the mar and
begged her to rechne with case agamst the tablet.  She obeyed
Yim  She ctretchad ber lroe leanad Bark am the tabhiat ord cehile



her figure was rousing wild emotions in Sriram, she picked up the
Ietter from her httle bag and gave 1t to lum. ‘Here 15 a letter
from Bapu for you How do you ke it? He read it and
remained thoughtful ~Owls were hootng, the sky had darkened,
crckets were making a noise 10 the dark bushes  He sat beside
her on the mat. He could see her heart palpitating her left
breast under her white khaddar sari  She seemed to be unaware
of the feelings she was rousing 1n lum

She said, Do you know what 1t means? Bapu wants you to
stay on and do your work here He feels your work here 13 worth-
while and that you will have to go on with 1t

‘How do you know he means that and not somethung else ?*

‘I know 1t because I can read what he wrtes and understand 1t

I can also read what he wntes,’ sad Sriram with pointless
haughtiness

‘Did you write anything to lum ?* she asked.

He didn’t ke the cross-exapunation ‘I mught or I mught
not,” he sard with anger m s voice

“Why should you be angry? I'll wrte to Bapu next ume that
you are a very angry man’

In answer he suddenly threw himself on her, muttenng,
“You wall only write to hum that we are marned It was an assault
conducted without any premeditation, and 1t nearly overwhelmed
her

He gave her no opportunity to struggle or frec hergelf He
held her 1n an 1ron embrece 1n hus madness  He lost sight of her
features The hour was dart  He felt her breath aganst hus
face when she said, ‘No, thus can’t be, Snram *

Sniram muttered, ‘Yes, this can be  No one canstop meand
you from marrymng now  Thus 1s how gods marry*

Her brard laid sts plesant weight on hus forcarm.  Her checks
smelt of sandal soap He lssed the pit of her throat,
He revelled in the scent of sandalwood that her body exuded
“You are sweet-smelling, hesud ‘I will be your slase I wall
do anything you ask me to do for you I will buy you all the
things 10 the world> He behaved hike 2n idiot  She wnggled
1 hus grasp for a moment and at the sume ume seemed to respond
to hs caresses  He rested hus head on her bosom and remained
silent. He felt that any speech at this moment would be 2
sacnlege It was a might of sbsolute darkness The trees rustled,
crickets and mght insects carned on ther unremutting drone.
He wanted to say something about the stars and moonhight, b
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he felt tongue ted  The only thung that seemed to be of any
consequence now was her warm breathing body close to tus
Hemurmured Ialwaysknewit Youare my wife
She gently released herself from hus hold and sad Not yet
I must wast for Bapu s sanction

How will you get 1t?

I shall wnte to him tomorrow

If he doesnt sanction 1t?

You will marry someone else

Dont you Lke me? Tell me—tell me—— he sad 1 a
fevered manner

Ske felt the trembling of lus body and said I shouldnt be
comung here or meeting you if Ecidn t

Wouldn t Mahatms): have known ?

No  His mind 1s too pure to think anythung wrong———

What 1s wrong with what?

This 15 very wrong—we—ywe should not have—I—J—
she sobbed I dont know what Bapu will think of me now
I—must—write to hin what bas happened

He had never seen her so gitlish and week  He felt a momen
tary sansfaction thst he had quashed her pnde quelled her
turbulence He said aggressively  Bapup will say nothung  He
will understand  He knows human feelings and so don t worry
There 13 l;othmg wrong in Joving  You and I are married

Wh

en

On the very first day I saw you

That's not enough I can t marry without Bapu s sanction

He became positve and dynamic  He swore  We shall
marry this very moment  He dragged her by the hand mnto
the inner sanctum  He ran hither and thither fevenshly domg
vanous thmgs  He lit the lamp and placed 1t before the image
whose nose and arms were broken but whose eyes stll shed
grace  He ran out and came back with a few leaves and flowers
and placed them at the foot of the pedestal  He took out & thread
from tus spinnung wheel saying, You cannot have a thals more
sacred than thus nor 2 prest more holy than this god  When
e artempted to place the thread round her neck, she gently drew
herself away from hum,

A sudden firmness came 10 her votce 25 the sasd  Know this
Snram  If T had pot trusted you I d not have come here agam
and agan.  He did not understand why she was sajing it He
felt rather bewildered,  Why was she talking Like this?  Perhaps



she suddenly remembered that she ought to marry Gorpad or
someone elce  Yes, now 1t flashed across hus mund there used
to be some sigmificant exchange of looks between her and Gorpad
What a fellow to marry, rough as emery paper! A stab of jealousy
shook him for a moment and he sard, ‘Will you swear before this
god that you will marry only me’

Yes, 1f 1 marry at all, and mark ths, 1f Bapu agrees to i *

‘Bapul Bapu® It filled hum with despar He wailed ‘He
15 too big to bother aboutus  Don’t trouble him with out affairs

She said, ‘I won’t marry 1f he doesn’t sanctionit  Ican’tdoat’

‘If he asks you to marry someone else,” he ashed pathencally,
checkang at the last second the word ‘Gorpad’

‘Bapu has better things to do than finding a husband for me,’
she said clearly, unequivocally

He blinked for a moment The excitement made his throat
parched He wanted to ask something again  But even m his
confused state, he was aware that he was saying the same thing
over and over He blinked patheucally The broken armed
god Iooked on  Sriram had never bargained for such an incon-
clusive love-making It had begun with such spinit that he had
felt he would be shot into elystum next moment, but here he was,
standing before a god immobihized and hstenung to an obscure
speech  The girl would probably take lum for & fool to leave so
much space betweenthem  He tried to remedy 1t by approaching
her again and attempting to storm her as he did a moment ago
The first ttme he had the advantage of a sudden impulse But
now 1t didn’t work She just beat down his outstretched arm

No You will not touch me agam’ She said 1t with such

authonty that he felt foolish

‘I cidn’t mntend to 1f you don’t want it I know you hate me,’
he saxd childishly

She simply smd, “Why should I hate you ?’

‘Because I am bothenng you’

‘How?* she asked

‘By, , by—asking you to marry me It's wrong, perhaps

wrong
It wouldn’t be 1f Bapu agreed toit’
He resigned lumself ‘Al nght,” he smd  *As you please——
‘We shall marry,’ she said, ‘the very munute Bapu agrees’
She was very constderate
He felt 1t was tume for him to ask again ‘Do you—~like me ?
“Yes, when you don’t musbehave
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How can I say? she replied.  Are you comung too ?

Hesad Notnmow Iwanttothinkitover ButIwillreadily
come 1f they will kecp me 1n the same prison preferably i the
same cell.

It wont be possible, the government won tkeep us together
she sud

This epraged Smram The whole umverse scemed to be
organized to defeat lus purpose even the government which
differed from the Mahatma on most matters scemed to be 1
accord with lum where 1t concerned lum and Bharan. The
worst of 1t was that Bharat herself scemed to rejotce 1n the
arrangement  He became wild at the thought and satd  Why 15
everyone opposed to my loving you?

She took pity on lum and said tenderly ‘Poor fool You
have lost your wats completely

How dare you say that? he shouted.

There 1s no point mn your shoutng she smd Dont let
us quarrel. 1 will be gone in a moment. I want to report
myself before it strikes four If they want to send me to The
Central or some other jadl they must have time to catch the everung

tran

What shall T do withont you ? he wailed

That 1s why Bapu has asked you to report too

He shook lus head. I have a lot of things to do outside
Bapu hzs given everyone freedom to carry on the Satyagraha
inhisownmanner He doesn treally mean me, he said dolefully

In answer Bharau setzed the letter and held 1t open under
tus nose  “This applies to your disaiple also  he says

Butthatdoesn tmeanme I may mean anyone, said Sriram.

I thought he always understood whom he meant by discrple
she said gnmly  Anyway the choice 1s yours  You may do
what you think best. I am doing what seems to me the night
thing to do

How do you know 1t 15 the night thing to do?”

1 need not answer that question  she said pratated  If I
had known that you would treat Bapupns word so lightly——

Sniram felt crushed by her tone  Oh Bharatr dont add to
my troubles by mustaking me 5o completely I revere the
Mahatma you know I do  Why do you suspect me? Have 1
not followed every word of what he has been saymg?  Other
wise 1 should not have been here. 1 should not have left the
comfort of my house  All that I want 13 some more time to think
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itover Tam  ’he brought out his masterpiece on an mspira-
tion. ‘I am only thinking of my grandmother I want to see
he~ before I am finally jailed  That1s why I asked you how long
we should be 1n prison  She 1s very old, you know I will
surrgndcr myself after I have seen her once I must manage to
see her

This 1dea seemed to soften the girl She thought it over,
leaning back on the tablet  She seemed to appreciate his tender
feehings for his grandmother

That 15 all right, Siram I am sorry I oustook you He
wanted to touch her arm, but he felt afrard to doso  She would
surely say, ‘Keep off, not until,’” and that would srritate lum again
and make him speak nonsense

She got up He asked, Must you go?

“Yes, 1t 15 late for me’

He followed her sheepishly, When we meet again after the jail,
and wherever we may meet  will you not forget me

‘I will not forget you,’ she sad, catclung her breath ever so
lightly

He loved her as she drew herself up, more than at any other time
1n his Iife, but he also felt afraid of her more than at any other
tme He simply said, “If you will not be angry with me, Bharats,
I wish to ask one thing’

Yes? she said, stopping and looking at lum He noticed
beads of perspiranon on her upper hp end wanted to wipe them
off mth hus fingers  He was seized with desolation at the thought
that he would not see her any more comng round the bend of the
road He wanted to seize her 1n hus arms and take a stormy
Jeave of her, but he had to content himself with asking, “Will you
marry me after we are out of all this, will you promuse,1f Bapup
permuts ?

Yes, I promuse  * she said and hurned off before he could
talk to her or follow her He stood where he was and saw her
raising her hands to her eyes once or twice 1n order to wipe off
the tears gathering there.
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PART THREE

A PERSON called Jegadish dropped 1n one day very casually and
mntroduced humself as & natonal worker He said he was a
hotographer 1n Malgudi by profession and clumed he had a
?ormnh for paralysing Britain 1n Indiz  His studio 1 Malgudi
with 1ts dark interior scrved as a meeting ground for a group who
‘were bent upon act 3 d depend for the coun
vy _Jagadish came because he was 1 need of an out-of town
lair for lus acuvities and he was looking for a place where he
could instal a small radio set which could also transmut code
messages
He came trudging uphull while Sriram was rechning sgamst
us stone tablet.  He came with 8 haversack on hus back and wore
a Khadi dress Snram had been reading s old newspaper
Bharati s exit from hus Ife had created a vacuum which he found
athard to fill He felt somewhat confused as to what he should
do with himself now
Jegadish st down his haversack sat b&ide Sniram and esked
You are Snram?

Yes

I am Jagadish, I used to know Bharatt also We are all
doing more or less the same wor!

This wes enough to sur Sriram out of hus lethargy  He sat
up and welcomed the other profusely with & great deal of warmth
and asked Where where 15 she?

In detention ‘We don t know where, but one of cur boys
met her just before she surrendered herself to the police

Sriram asked “Where 18 this man?

He too bas surrendered to the police before that he came and
AW me

Are you going to court mmprisonment ?

‘No Ihaveother things to ‘That 1s why I have come here

Stiram wes happy to find a kindred soul and at once poured
unito hus ears his own feclings I told Bharati not to be & fool

Dont say that  In this matter we all judge and act indivi
duslly Those who cannot follow Mahatmay s orders are free
10 act as they think best.

How night you 2re, Sriam cried feeling he had blundered
o the nght set o




The other saxd, ‘Thus 1s a war 1n which we are engaged, we are
passing through abnormal nmes, and we do what we think best.”

He began to unpack hus haversack Snram, always hungry
and rather tired of the monotonous food he was eating, hoped
childishly that something nuce to eat would comeout ofit. He
hoped 1t would be chocolate or frutt or biscuirs  Oh, how long 1t
was smce he had eaten anything like 1dl;, those white sensiive
things made by lus grannv on most Sundays Why Sunday
and not on any other day, he had often asked Now Jagadish
took from bis bag a small box, unwrapped the paper around stand
brought out a tiny radio set

“You will have to keep this,” he ssd ‘It can transmmt as well
as recetve I had 1t 1o my studio all these days but the
police have become very watchful nowadays’ He imstalled 1t
}Jehmd the god’s image, and camouflaged 1t with some bamboo
eaves

From then on the god with the eyeless sockets saw a great
deal of Jagadish. He was of short stature with a brown wrep
around his shoulders  He had a shaggy crop of minute, springy
curls, which spread out parallel to the earth, projecting several
inches beyond hus ears  He parted his shaggy cropmn the mddle
and applied a vest quanuty of o1l over hss curls so that the top of
his skull was always resplendent, and often Stiram saw the midday
sun shining back from s head 1n a thousand colours Hewasa
very dark man with a large bulbous nose, but there was & fire 1n
hum that consumed everything before 1t, and Sriram felt afraid
to oppose him It seemed incredible that an elegant slender
creature like Bhargti should ever have spoken to this bear-like
personality

A stab of jealousy passed through hum, Could 1t be that
she had &ver toyed with the nonon of marrying him? God
knew what he did with humself whken he was out of sight. How
did he mate a living out of photography > Sometimes he didn’t
appear for days, and when he turned up he explammed, The
wedding season, you know More fools getttng marn~d, and they
drop 1n to get themselves photographed I can’tafford to waive
gll the business*  Or he explained, The jasmine season, and this
15 a heavy time for a photogrepher What a lot of young girls
come with jasmine buds kmtted 1n therr brasds—the problem
for the photographer 1s to photograph a gurl’s face and the back
of her jasmme-covered head simultaneously, which 1s what they
demand  Poor thungs, they sit up all mght when they have
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jasmune in theie hair for fear of crushung it on the pillows They
arnive at the rate of two a munute  When they are in the darkness
of the studio T try to find out their politcs and give them our
cyclostyled circulars and the latest news  The studio 15 a help
forusmthisjob  When anyone comes there he 1s more respon
sive than he 13 anywhere else  People generally come to a studio
with a cheerful mund ready to oblige the photographer by being
agreeable and responsive and by hstenng to all he has to say
the sarae as being with a barber - They have a fechng that they
are obhiged to the photographer 1n some vague way and readily
histen to fus talk and I make use of this for our national cause
Thats why I keep the studio gomng although its so difficult
without & proper supply of matenals When our country gets
mdependence 1f I have anything to do with things you will see
what I shall do to the beggars who are black marketing spools
now! He ground his teeth at the thought of them

He was soon converting the temple mto a fortress He
explamned The advantage of thus place do you know what it 1s?
Except for a few antqpanans no one knows of 1ts existence
And 1t 15 not visible from outside 1 ve obsetved 1t from various
pomnts It cannot be seen from the road down below I wonder
whv anvone builta temple hereatall  Ibeheve 1t must have been
used as a place for conspirators a thousand years ago and he
laughed gnimly  Snram laughed He began to ke hum

Don t think this 13 always going to be safe sad the other
Sooner or later they will find 1t

There 15 an underground chamber began Sriram

Yes where 1 know gged cobras live, if you prefer them to the
police  But we have to manage somehow between the cobras
and the police

Yes yes with so much to do—

Jagadish handed hum a small axeand told hum to cut the bamboo
fohage, large branches of 1t and drag them up  Sriram went at
1t ol the skin on hus palm smarted and pecled off  Jagadish
induced Sriram to chmb the rampart of the old temple and suck
the folia e here and there sccording to lus directions He
was shoutis, energeucally  Standing in the sun all day hus
face shone like mahogany with sweat. Hesaid I cansereen this
whole mountan 1f 1t comes to that, Snram felt tired and
indignant  He wondered, Why should I let thus fellow order
me about when he does nothing but stand around and mnstruct ?
Probably 1t would have been more pleasant to have gone to jal
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But Jagadish never gave im much opportumty to dwell on such
thoughts Hesmd “We are waging a war, remember  Mahat-
map 1 his own way and we in our own. All our aims are the
same’

‘But I thought we were all working out the Mahatma’s orders ’

We are, we are;” he said vaguely ‘I used to be a devoted
follower too  I’m still one, but he 1s no longer there to gmde us
‘What can we do® He permuts us all to carry on our work to the
best of our abiltzes *

‘But strictly non-wviolently,” said Sriram.

Of course, this camouflaging 1s not violence It doesn’t hurt
anybody It’s done only that we may be left alone to work out
our plans without interference I don t want even that postman
to see too much of this place  Afier all, he 15 a member of the
Impenal Government.

Sriram s next assignment was more complicated. He found
he had become 2 blind slave of Jagadish, and a word of encourage-
ment from him pleased him to the depths of lus soul. He felt
proud of hss posizon.  He thought that perhaps the other assoa-
ates hardly ever got a good word from him. Al day long, he sat
up with the radio behind the god, with a wrinng pad on his lap,
and a penal between hus fingers, taking down the news and
messages comung from Rangoon, Singapore and Germany,
which purported to give the hour-to-hour progress of the war in
Europe and the Far East. Snram worked far into the mght.
His penal wore out every three days  He had never worked so
hard 1n hus Iife. The only reward he got was Jagadishs “Very
good! Excellentjob More of our troops have jomed the Indian
National Army, they will soon be marching mto Inda’ He
sat by the lamp and went over the reports with concentration es
Sriram sat chasmg out the gnats and beetles that were trooping
m towards the hight. Jagadish made several markings on the
messages, and carnied them off to be cyclostyled and distributed
from his studio at Malguds

The radio smd This 1s Tokyo caling Here 1s
Subhss Chandra Bose, your own leader at the mike, addressing
you on a speaal occasion’ A few seconds Iater the message saud,

Thus 15 Subhes Chandra Bose speaking ~ Sriram sat up respect-
fully “What good fortune that I should hear lus voice! At
the sound of 1t, Sniram felt reverence for this man who had aban-
doned his home, comfort, and secunty, and was gomg from
country to country, secking some means of liberating his
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Motherland With what skill he had managed to slip away from tus
home i Calcutta m spite of police igilance, disgusing humself
2s 2 Sadhu! Sriram felt he was peculiarly fortunate to be hearng
the heros voice.

Subhas Chandra Bose s votce smd, Men of the Indian Army
be patriots  Help us free our dear Motherland.  Many of your
friends are here, having jomed the Indian Natonal Army which
15 poised for attack on your borders We are reedy  We shall
s00n be across and then you can jomn the fight on our side
Tl then don t aimn your guns at us, but only at the heart of our
enemy  And then followed a ten point programme of National
Service that the men of the Indian Army should undertgke
Sniram wrote at brezk neckspeed  He felt as 1f the commen
presence of Subhas Chandra Bose stself was at his elbow dictating
He filled up several sheets of the pad m respectful silence  He

d by the ook of the rad: a3 313 lamps burned red

Qutside erickets churped a tram rattled away somewhere and the

clumps rostled. The radio went on and on  Its red

eyes glowed, and threw a red glare on the ankle of the god on the

pedestal.  Snram Jost count of ime  He had never wmitren so

much 1n lmml;f!’e.f 'l!;h;:t the broadcast came through i English
'was a great for hus apelhng was none too good.

Subhas Chandra Bose was saying  And now stand by for a
most important message Be attentive  Snrem wanted to
catch 1t Without farl, without any possibihity of a mistake, but
Just at that moment a contrary noise began to emapate from the
radio Tt was 22 1f 2 bee had started buzzing in ime with the
Great Message  Sriram felt distressed.  If the thung went on
undisturbed for a few sceonds more, the message would be over
He strained his ears, but the other notse was becomng too loud
he ground hus teeth  Hn left haod strayed towards the knob
of the redio and wurned 5. It only seemed to imitate the radio
further  He lifted hus eyes from the paper and glared at the radio
He saw on the dial on the outside of the glass sheet, slluminated
by asmall ight1n 1de, 2 very small cockroach its palebody quiver
ed with the battery of pose from the redio  Sraram felt revulsion
at the sight of 1ts white belly pressed apminst the glass dis}
He couvld see but not reach 1t.  He felt sick and angry He
cned, “You cursed creature, how dare you come and interfere
with thrs most importnt message! Getaway  He tapped the
glass with hes finger  He felt indignant.  Am I here to wear
out my pencil, teking down your stupid loathuome nosesl
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His tapping was so furious that whether 1t affected the msect or
not, he tapped the light away, and all nosse from the machine
ceased The radio was dead Srniram laid aside hus pad and
pencil and shook the radro, but nothing happened He tuined
the knobs, shook his fist at it, and cursed and cried, but nothing
happened He asked patheticelly, Couldnt you have warted
for five minutes more! Why should thus have happened just
when the most serious part of the message was coming through ?
What would Jagadish say about him now?® Snram looked at
the radio and realized his utter helplessness He had seen
youngsters who could take any mechamsm to pieces and assemble
themsagan  He wasn’tfitto turneven ascrew  His own lumuta-
tions came back to hum with a good deal of force, and he said,
I am a fool, I have been brought up as a fool by that Granny of
mme It1s a wonder that a girl lile Bharat: cares for me at all!

This note of self-reproach was fully endorsed when Jagadish
turnedupattwoam  After puttng the radio out of commussion,
Sniram sat for a while wondening what to do, blew out the lamp,
kicked open Ius mat and lay down on1t  When Jagadish arnved
and struck a match to lock for the lamp, Snram woke up and
cried exctedly, ‘Who are you A sleepy vision of the very
dark man 1llummed by a match-flare was unnerving

‘Hush, 1t 15 myself, getup®

Sriram sat up, rubbing his eyes ‘The lamp was it Jagadish
gave lum a shght shake in order to wake hum fully, he sat beside
him and asked, “What 1s speaal today ?

Sriram triumphantly held out lus pad to lum  He snatched 1t,
crymng excitedly ‘Ah, a message from Subhas Babu! How
lucky you are to have heard nm  Good boy! Good boy! You
shall be 2 big man when our country becomes free and indepen-
dent® He ran his eyes down it, muttening, ‘These are men who
aregods on earth, whose deeds must be recited sn odes to postenty
I'll have & Javam compo ed of Subhas Babu’s Iife, his sacrifice,
patriotism, courage, and make 1t compulsory to sing 1t every day
m every school m this country’ He went on reading aloud,
¢ “My countrymen, heroes of our Indian Army —— 1n a sing-
song manner, interlarding 1t with appreciative comments of hus
own,suchas, ‘Verygood!" Precisely,” ‘It 1sa great mind speaking!

Listen and leamn, all ye good folk,’ and so on and so forth
Till he came downto  ‘“Now be attentive  In the first place all
of you who’ ——' He turned the paper over 1n lus hand and
‘Where 1s the continuation?
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There 13 no contnuation the message stopped there  Some-
one has been tampening with the broadcast

What do you mean? Letussee He dashed to where the
radio was apd turned the knob There was no sigm of hfc
He shook 1t and cried  What has happened to this blessed radio ?

HowcanIsay? Am Iz radio engineer?

Dont get into an argument with me sbout 1t It Hl not take
us anywhere Subhas Babu must have said some very vital
things and yon have chosen to choke the radio

No Youarewrong Itchokediself Probably acockroach
I saw there must have done 1t

Jagadish clenched lus great fist and remamned sient  Sriram
feared he would hit hum  Ifhe did he wouldn t go down without
afight He looked at a corner where he kept a bamboo staff for
cobras and scorpions  He wondered for a moment whether he
should make an immediate dash to 1t Would the other give
him the necessary time ?

After many moments 8f grm silence the man sud  Well
let us not bother about 1t any more As soldiers we must
learn not to brood over what 15 definutely past, mund you what s
defimtely past  Hesmd Griveme that penal  Smiram passed
the penal tolum  Jagadish adjusted the lamp read the message
carcfully and after spending one munute thinking filled 1n the
test of the sheet briskly  You must you must and you must
He wrote with inspiration. 1t took hum nearly an hour to com
plete the wnting of the message he looked over 1t and shook his
head with satisfaction  He gave the pad to Sriram and command
ed Now read 1t, young rman this 15 exactly how he would have
gone on if the cockroach had not stood there acting like a censor
After this trumph a sudden sorrow assatled lum  He was re«
rainded of the radic The last battery set—you could have
spoken back to Subhas Babu if you had only been careful
It was 2 two-way radio I'suppose 1d better take it
back with m and reparr it As a soldier I will not cry over
split mulk.

Is 1t split mulk ¥ Sniram asked nervously

Of course 1t 1s  asserted Jagadsh when milk goes bad 1t
splits into water and sold you know Its no use crymng over
spht mulk  he repeated



Next afternoon, a httle while after the tram blew its whstle,
Jagadish arnved with a byndle of papers hidden under his shirt
For the purpose of carrying that quantty of paper he wore an
inner shirt with an enormous pocket and over 1t another large
cloak-like shirt, and looked so big with all this Literature hudden
about hus person that Sriram sometimes wondered 1f the 1mpress-
1veness of his personality mught not be due to excessive padding

Jagadish unwound his robes and took out a bundle of papers,
and once again Sriram childishly as ever expected him to produce
some mice eatables ‘Come on, sit down, said Jagadish Jaga-
dish first went to look up and down and assure humself that no
one was watching  He dramaucally attempted to close the large
door which crealed on 3ts myghty hinges, but could be moved
only half an mnch forward  Sniram watched him without a word
After these preparations, he pulled Sriram to a seat beside hum
onthe mat He pressed a sheet of cyclostyled messages into Ius
hand, and said, Read 1t’ Smram read aloud, Men of the
Indian Army, etc, etc,  all that he had monutored on the previ-
ous day, but 1t conunued for several paragraphs more  “Furst,
don’t co-operate with our enemy Government Lay down your
arms and lay down your lives, if necessary You will be the
heroes of the day when the Indian National Army marches into
Dell and flies ats flag on the Red Fort, the very place where
our men are now mmprisoned.”  And it went on and on, giving
precise directions to the army as to what 1t should do, for the
Lberation of the country Sriram felt a profound admuration
fortheman How did youmanage to getthe restof the message?
he asked innocently

Don’t bother how,” rephed Jegadish, where there 1s 2 will
there 15 a way Al out of dus,” he sard proudly touchng fus
forehead ‘I could easily guess how the rest of the message
would have run It 1s just a marter of thought-reading, more or
less,’ he declared proudly ~ “It1s an extremely important message
for our army at thuis moment Itisvery vitaltous Anditisto
your honour that you got 1t first, although (never mund, let us not
think of what 1s past) you couldn’t get the full message, nothing
15 lost, and so don t bother sbout 1t Furthermore, 1t should be
your honour to sce that the message reaches those for whom 1t 1s
mtended ?

Snram was somewhat confounded  He ashed, *“What should
Ido?



Listen to me carefully I wall give you fifty copies of this
and you will take them to the army camp at Belliali - The poor
fellows there cannot have any notion of what 15 happenung 1o the
world since they are not allowed to isten 1n to truth but only to
the cock and bull stories that the British War Department 1ssues
Our boys must know the truth  They must know where Subhas
Babu 1s where the Indian Nauonal Army 1s stattoned and what
sstobedone Itis our duty to propagate truth wherever 1t may
be Has not Mah;usna)l told us ;o ? e

Yes yes agreed Snram to whom this argurent s ed

What will you do with the rest of the copies? Wtz;pe:tlm t
you let me carry some more?

No I can spare only fifty I have made one hundred and
fifty copies in all  These are days of paper shortage remember
I am gong to send fifty coptes to Lakshi camp and take fifty
myself to the thurd one at—  You will have 1o go up tomght
and complete the task alloted to you

Agreed said Sriram

Before parting Jagadish saxd ' We shall gorobably all three of us
get shot 1n this enterpnise  But dont bother  Our lives are
not very mmportant  Our work 13 more important

I don t care whether I ive or die sard Sriram  remembenng
the frustrauons he had expenenced th‘!x Bh.:ru'u ‘What was tac
useofd gonone with
Probably this nattonal fight would never be over and if over
rught probably involve her in further activittes  She was bound
to be pursuing something else all her Lfe This thought
caused ham so much weanness that he declared with all sincenty
hus readiness to die Headded  If I faul to return will you tell
Bharau what I thing of her?

What do you think of her? asked the other with amusement

That if she had married me I should probably not have died
or something ke that

Well Iwilltellherthat IfTamshot, youcan take charge of
my studio It 1s yours for the asking

Sriram felt too moved tospeak  You are kind, he murmured.

How good you are

The other just twitled the end of tus fancy scarf Buot I am
afruid you will find 1t hard to run 1t with the posion of chemcals
bang wha 1t 13! Anyway I wish you luck
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The pamphlets were wmitten on a conventent size which
coald easily be carmed concealed on one’s person. Snram
placed them neatly 1n a small bundle 1n a long strip of 2 towel,
brought together its corners and tied them, put the towel around
his waist and knotted 1t, over 1t he put on hus khads vest, and over
st hus jibba  The messages pressed his stomach uncomfortably,
but he bore thus with fortitude  He went down hill at mghtfall.
Jagadish had given bim precise directions

Sriram walked down the road and waited under a tree for a bus
There were one or two villagers sitting under the tree, waiting
too It was dark, and beyond the horizon there was the glow of
Mzlgud: town  He sighed hke an outcast. “What a wretched
hour 1t was when I set out to face life! Granny? he addressed
her mentally, I want to be back but I can’t be, dont worry
Al troubles must end I wish they would release Mzhatma)!
As long as he 15 m prison we will fight this devilish government
How dare they lay their hands on hum® Ifthey hadn’t done that,
Bharat would be out and happy, and Mahatmay would have given
hus consent to her marnage’

‘Eh? What do you say, sw? asked one of the willagers,
peenng at lum curiously

Saram became ceutious and asked, Who 15 there® He
Iooked closer, and asked, ‘What are you waiang for®

Ths bus 15 late today’, they sard by way of conversation, and
Sriram agreed, It should have been here long 2go, 1sn t that so?

‘How 15 the war gowng, sir” esked onc of them, the ususl
qm}wnondthat eny villager would put to any man who locked

orme

Sriram suddenly became very csutious He asked, “Why >

The other sard, ‘Because 1f 1t 15 over so0n, We shall all be free
from troubles’

“I don’t know,’ Stiram drawled In the darkness he could
not make out the features of the man to whom he was talking
It mght be 2 police spy o- a constable fumself

‘How 15 the war gomg, sic? persisted the man ,

“Well, the papers say this and that, and that 1s all T know,
rephied Stiram -

“But someone says that 1t ss all false! My brother knows
Iot of people and he smd that the Englsh are bemg
everywhere He sad that the Germans are glready 1n .

If they come, will they release our Mabatmag from
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Sniram wished to divert the question and asked Have you
seen Mahatma Gandhi?

Yes sir he passed through our willage began the man
and the headbiphts of the bus became visible far off The
man picked up his bundle ren to the middle of the road crying
Unless we stop the bus he wont stop By the time the bus
:v?l-lcrled he stood nght 1 the muddle of the road gesuculating

Ly

You will be run over! cried Sriram

‘The dnver jammed on hus brakes and cursed What are you
domg? Do you want to kil yourself? Why don t you jom the
army and die of you want to die? he asked and leughter came
from the bus

The villager ened I wish to go to——

Clear off and don t stand there talking  There s no place even
for an ant 1 thus charrot

Let him ;m  cnied the conductor to whom this meant extra
moo;e Such passengers were unaccounted for at the end of
the day

I wnll sit on the floor pleaded the villager

Five annas  cried the conductor

Three annas  cried the passenger  Last week you took me
for three annas

Last week 15 not thus week  cried the conductor

Snram who had watched tre proceedings with detachment
ull now suddenly came forward  Take them 1n for three annas
1f you did so last weck.

Yes sir sad the conductor awed by Snrams manner

And drop me at— How much?

Three annss sic

I wall stand on the footboard if there 18 no space inside
sad Snram.

The conductor became officous  Hesard  You may come in
sir 11 make room.

All the passengers craned their necks out of the bus the
engine was lussing lke a serpent No I will stand on the
footboard said Sriram and clutched the handrail when the bus
moved He probably thinks I em a bu. inspector off duty”
reflected Sriram clutching the cold handrasl as the might breeze
blew on lus face  Withun the bus someone was snoring someone
was explaing the war and its progress on all fronts someone was
talking sbout God and Fate, 2 child was crying 2 woman was



yawmng, the dnvér and conductor exchanged private jokes and
giggled “They are probably enjoying the thought of their 1l
gotten money,” thought Sram The bus ached and groaned
under 1ts load He feared that 1ts bottom mught fall out Un-
fortunately, he was not a bus inspectar

All the same, he assumed a voice of authonty and asked,
Conductor, what 1s your hmut of loading?

The conductor rephied with humihity, “The Government have
set aside the rule, sir 'We may take 1n as many as we can hold
This 15 wartime, sir, otherwise how many poor folk would get
stranded on the highway *

Many murmurs of approval came from the passengers ~ What
with these air raxds and troubles, 1t would be most dangerous to
get stranded on the road,’ someone ventured

The bus rocked past sleeping villages  The lights were shaded
according to the wartime rule, and the headhghts threw a faint
patch of ight ahead Someone was humming 8 tune, all these
human sounds were welcome to Sriram’s ears, which had grdvn
atrophied through his Jonely existence  He revelled 1n the music
of human voices

The bus slowed down and he jumped off at a village called
Sangram The time was about eleven at mght and the entire
village was asleep  He warted on the road il the bus was out of
sight, and then patted his person to see 1f hus materyal was intact,
a wire-cutter 1n tus inner pochet, and the prectous message at hus
waist  When he stooped, & lump pamed hum at the belly
‘If only to be rehieved of this pamn, I must scatter the message,’
he reflected  Turmng down a road on hus left, he walked on the
extreme side of the road since one or two mulitary lornes were
passing, and he did not want to be noticed  He came up againsta
vast jungle of barbed wire entanglements, enclosing a group of
bamboo and mud huts, with a private road winding through
The main entrance was on the other side  This was a mibitary
depot and training centre, and from here all day the ratte of con-
voys agitated the silence

Presently he found himself cuttng a pornon of the barbed
wire fence. The spap resounded through the place, he feared
somebody might machinc-gun lum  He heard the footsteps of
the patrol sentry, and lay Jow  He thought, “Well, this 1s my last
moment  Suppose I am sent to hell?  He remembered all b
detuils of hell that is grandmother had gisen fum m <h!
and shuddered “There s no sense 1n geting shot by an
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sentry  he reflected  One unknown man shootmg another
unknown man a ndiculows thing o bappen  On theswength
of this he put away the cutter He took out a httle glue, sat
down and apphied 1t neatly to the back of a few sheets pasted the
notices on the pillars supporting the wire and factng the 1nner
barracks The barb scratched the skin of hus forearm  Blood
1sdrawn and thisisth utmost I m prepared to shed on Jagadish s
orders  After this he rolled up hus sheets 1nto one m.ss and
flung them 1nto the enclosure  He saw under the star It heaven
the nouces fluttening down  The boys may pick up and read the
messages at thewr lesure tomorrow mormng, he reflected and
turned back,

§

Jagadish smd Why that lack lustre and far away look mn
your eyes young man? You do a lot of service to the great
cause  But without your heart really inst _ May I know why?
Srifram had mothung defite to reply I should have sad

Look plesant please or Smule please 2s becomes a
photographer  You must put your heart into your job my
dear young man othervase you wall not help our country
‘We are passing through crucial times as our statesmen say and
we have to do something I have a suspicion that you let your
thoughts play too much eround a certamn person  Am I
nght?

Yes

Well that’s a futile oocug;non since 1t 8 the government who
think 1t would be 1n your best interests to keep you two apart,
You don t even know where they are keeping her

That's true  saxd Stiram dolefully

But I know where she 15 sard Japadish  Ive my own
agents  She 15 not actually 1n any regular prison all jails beng
full now  She 18 10 a hurnedly made up one You know the
Ol4 Staughter House?  She s mit, along with a number of other
women prisoners

How do you know ?*

1 know a guard who works there.  He Iikes me because he 1s
an old customer whose old photograph 1 my stock helped lum
1n some family Lugauon, He will help you to meet your frend
1f you are inchned that way

Sriram s heart palpstated.  This was 25 of the dead had come
to Iife or 1t [east were promusing to come to life.



A mce fellow, he wall help you, at the nisk of his own bfe, to
mest and talk to Bharat for about half an hour”’
:thn? When? Snram asked anxiwously
As soon as you have done your job smartly Some busness
about chrome ore, and I need your assistance”
(You mean I shall be rewarded for my services’
‘Ym, thar's what I mean  One good turn deserves another’
Who 15 going to be benefited by my good turn 2’ Sriram asked
Well, the country A tram Joad of chrome ore 15 leaving at 8
certain railway station for England  Itshould notreach the port
If 1t reaches the port, 1t will return to us 1n the form of trggers
and what not and plague us T can’t think of anyone but you
1o assist me 1n this job?

It was mevitable that soon the pohce should publish Stiram’s
photograph and announce a reward for anyone giving informauon
of lus whereabouts

§

Snram had a racking fear that Jagadish might be playing a
practical joke ‘If he 1s playing a joke, heaven help hum. he
told tumself I will crush his skull with a big stone,’ and he
revelled 1 visions of extraordinary violence  He pulled hus mnd
back sharply when he realized how Bharati would react ~The
thought of Bharat softened um _ He told humself he would not
hesitate to fall at the feet of any willawn 1f Bharati destred hum to do
50 Anything to please her and earn ber approval. T whole
being acquired a meamung only when he was doing something
10 relstion to Bharsn He wondered how he should conduct
himself when she came out and the photographier too was there
He hoped that hus jealousy would not drive um to do wild things

yway, he hoped that the photographer would mind his business
and leave Tum alone 1n order to pursue hus life as he liked, he
hoped the fight with the Bniosh Government would end soon
He hoped Britam would leave Indu, so that he might return to
Kabir Lane and live 1n peace with Bharan and Granny!  Ah,
that was the trouble What would Granny do about 1t? She
would probably nag Bharan mght and day and compare her with
her brother’s granddaughter 1n looks snd competenee 11 housc~
hold duties, but he hoped Bharat would turn round and challenge
her to say whether that wllage miece of hers would have faced =
charging police force of spoken to Mahatmap  Ashe reclined on

e
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lus couch at the entrance to hus cave and looked at the top of the
blue gum trees his mund roamed unchecked.

In a moment Jagadish had come up aud was standing by
his side Hesad Very unsafe young man If it had been a
poljeeman instead of mysell you would sult have been situng
there, day-dreaming and he d have put a nice collar round your
neck and led you along to the jail

Spram _rather wrntated, asked Whats wrong with day
dreamung 2

There 13 much that 1s not ight  You must be more watchful
Qur cave 15 probably not visible from outside but someone may
think of explonng these parts  You are probably not seen but
don t tmagine that can last for ever  You should always watch
even through the camouflage careful.

All night, Sniram said cowed by the others manner very
much like a tiger m the arcus ring whach subsides on the spot
mndicated by the ring master with a rollmg growl

Jegadish took Ius seat beside hum with the remark  And of
you imagine that it s better the police come after you so that they
may detzm you at the Old Slaughter House, you are ymst
They will do nothung of the kund 1ts rescrved for women

prisoners

At the mention of the Old Slaughter House, Sniram softened
The assocations of the Old Slaughter House mught not be pleasant
for everyone, but for Snram the name produced the happiest
gssoctations and a very profound sense of pesce

01d Slaughter House?  Old Slanghter House? Snram said
adopting 2 playful atutude for the first time these many days
Old Slanghter the .ound »s familiar! What has that to do with
us?

It's virtue 13 that 1t 13 an Old Slaughter House, and not & new
one sad Jagadish, Many a goat trembles when it passes that
bulding but 1t makes you smile and joke  All the slaughter
of the place 1s forgotten Yet s sull aplace that attacks the
b do?_‘x;nt?' ‘l‘:t:!m}np He would ha

Sniram f.lt completely happy 3 ve gane on talking
of the Slaughter House for the rest of his days 1t was en opuate
vl::x;h made lum forget polincs history police, and hey own lone-

If you wish to visit the place, you will have to make certam

alteranons 1o your good self Jagadih said. He lained

Tirst you must Jook untike the photo the police have published
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If someone wants to make money by informing, you should not
help um to do so I fear the police have published your photo
far and wide, and any street urchin may denounce you It
shows the evil of leaving one’s photos about I have an advantage
1 this respect—there 1s no photo of me and they have only
described me having been so busy photographing others, that 1s
the chief advantage You have been scattering your portrats
about bike a film star

Yes, yes,” Sriram had to agree dolefully He recollected
the cheap four-for-one-rupee quick photos that he had mdulged
1n some time after he came nto us wealth  Often Sriram had
seen his pictures displayed on the advertisement boards of the
photographers, and the walls of his house were full of his own
pictures He remembered his grandmother saying In our
days people hung portraits of gods and ancestors, you have noth-
1ng but your own! I wonder why you do it?

Does 1t mean the police have taken the photos from our house
1 Kabir Street?’  Sriram ashed, assailed by a sudden thought

Defimtely Thats the first thing they will have done

I wonder what Granny sard’

She wall repeat 1t all when she sees you next  Don’t worry,
he replied  He studied Sriram clgsely and sad ~ You will have
to change your appearance You will have to undertake some
drasuc changes First and foremost grow a nice small moustache,
2 hitde one that droops at the ends will make you Jook shghtly lite
a mongol, but don t let that weigh on your mund, they are looking
for you, not for a moogol And then, do you think you could
shave off your crop 1n order to complete the picture >

Sniram s heart quaied at the suggestion, remembering all the
heartaches he had undergone 1n order to get rid of his old tuft
and grow his present crop  His Granny would not hear of 1t at
first  She was certain that it would spou lus appearance, but one
day he had just shpped away to the temple-tank on whose steps
barbers sat and shaved therr customers He induced an old
barber to cut off lus tuft and run the machine over hus ears, and
on s lap he empued all the pocket money he had purloned
from his own sealed money box He had widened the skt of the
money box and shaken out the cowns, when lus Granny was i
the kitchen  To disgusse the ratthng the had muffled 1t with a
piece of cloth and carried the operation on till 1t shed eight annas
m small coppers  His Granny kept shouting from the katchen, +
‘What s that noise? ‘“Which nosse?’ shouted back



and had gone on with hus job  He had had no clear 1dea how
wuch 2 batber would demand for a crop-cut  He put 1t down at
six annas and two annas extra for any unlooked for expense
But the barber at the tank had demanded a rupee to cut off the
thick curly tuft Srwsm had possessed. By haggling Stiram
brought 1t down to six annas and the barber went on muttering
disappointed remarks to the tune of snapping sassors  Spiram
saw himself 1n a small murror produced out of the batber s tin box
and was dehghted He felt he had nd humself of a couple of
pounds of tuft 1t lay on the stone-steps of the tank and Sriram
remembered how he shivered at the sight of the appendage for
no known reason 'They were long and curly tresses and he
said  Sell it and you will get ten rupees for it~ The barber lost
s temper at the suggeston  You take me for & hawker of hair
Mind how you speak young gentlemnan I should have cut your
throat if 1t hadnt been yourself but someone else Look I
don t want anything but give me the dhott you are wearing that g
the usual custom under these circumstances

Sriram was aghast  And how shall I reach home ?

Bathe 1n this tank and run before anyone notices  Anyway
bavent you got your prece cloth under your dhons? Thatll
do for a young man of yourage  So saying he almost tugged the
cnds of gnram s dhot and Stiram had to dodge hum desperately

Oh! cried the barber m preat surprise  He made queer faces to
indicate his feclings Do you mean to say that you go about with

He desenbed vividly the underclothes of respectable and
honest auzens and the habits of the modern generation  The
topic was so below the-waist that Sniram blushed and finally
wrenching fumself free ran off

All thus flashed across his mind now  He put hus hand to the
top of hie head, ran hus fingers over 1t and said to Jagadish 1
can tsacnfice thiscrop  Thkest.

Sriram spent & slecpless mght wondering how ke could change
tus appearance.  He even thought that he mught disgnise humself
a3 a purdah lady and not show hus face at all  Jagadish laughed
all lus propositions away  He seemed intent on disfigunng hum
in lus own manner bent upon shaving lum Lke an egg snd

g lum as ndiculous a3 possible  Perhaps he wanted to
make hum the laughing stock of the world and run his chance once
for all with Bharatr  She would refuse to take a second look at
us face for the rest of hus bfe  He wondered why he should
not refuse to do anythuing thet Jagadish suggested. Even the
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Slaughter House mught be a huge practical joke or turn out to be
8 real slaughtening place after all! But hus fears had no value
‘Whatever he mught feel or fear the fact was always there that
Jagadish was mescapable, and one had to do what he ordered

Jagadish granted a period of three weeks for a respectable
moustache to develop on Smiram’s upper ip  He bought um
a small bottle of coconut o1l for massage to help a quick growth
‘How many things I have to do before I can see Bharati!" Sriram
reflected  Jagadish checked the growth on the other’s upper lip
day after day He nodded his head discouragingly each tme
‘Very slow, very slow, too slow,’” he said as if Smram himself
were responstble  Sniram clicked his tongue apologencally

The pertod of three weeks was by no means wasted In
assoctation with Jagadish and under hus expert gwdance, Sriram
did a variety of jobs which he hoped would help the country n
ats struggle for freedom he set fire to the records in half a dozen
law courts 1n different villages, he derailed a couple of trains and
paralysed the work 1n vartous schools, he exploded a crude bomb
which tore off the main door of an agricultural research station,
tarred out ‘V? for Victory and wrote over the emblem ‘ Quit
Indi® He became so seasoned 1n this activity that a certain
recklessness was developingmnlum  He had no fear of the police
they seemed to lum a rémote, theoretical body, unconnected
with his affurs  He knew he could always slip through  They
were lookung for um everywhere, except where they could find

Jagadish kept repeating ‘Britain will leave India with &
salam, if we crush the backbone of her admumistration He
was always talling 1n terms of backbone Sometimes ke sad
‘Britain’s backbone 1s, you know where ?

On her back, I suppose? satd Sriram facetiously

‘Do you know where that back 1s?

‘Behund her front, I suppose,” said Sniram, stll facetiously
He was beginning to enjoy these bouts, which were a relief 1n hus
lonely, drab life, 1solated from all human association

Jagadish forgave lum hus tnchs  He explamned ‘The prospect
of the Slaughter House mal s you sharp-witted, doesn’t 1t?
He explained with a good desl of tolerance, ‘Bntain’s backbone
must be smashed, and 1t lies 1n the courts and schools and offices
and ralway bines, from these she draws the strength for her
survival ’

It was an mtncate logic which Sniram could not castly grasp ™

He ashed pathetically, Why don’t we smash her front also?
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Because 1t’s far away and we can t reach so far

Jagadish dragged him sbout and made hum lis imstrument
and agent. Snram was actually begumining to enjoy the excie
ment and novelty and sbove all the game of hide and seck with
the police It gave hum a feeling of romannc importance  He
felt that he was a character out of an epic and on lus actviyes
depended future hustory  But now and then some kind of nus
giving assaled hus mund when sitting concealed 1 a citch n
Jagadish s company he saw the flames rising from a ralway
station or 8 gnvemmcnt building and lighting up the mght once
he whispered Do you think Britam will be affected by thus fire P

Jagadish declared unequmivocally Churchill will already have
known of it It will make him groan It will make lum sit up
It must go on and on every hour of the day all over the country
untl Britun tells us  We are bundling ourselves out tomorrow
do what you like with your country
nnsnxh?sl‘n asked next, I wonder what Mahatmay will say about

I dont know repled Jagadish It 1s mot hus lme  But
when the results turn out satsfactorly I am sure hell say
You did well my boy’

Snram felt doubtful He shook huis head  Im mot sure
Only Bharat knows exactly what Mahatmay: will say or think,
And then fus thoughts went off to the Slaughter House

Jagadish seemed to wesken sLightly ar this pomnt  We have not
wlfully caused anybody’s death  1I'm always careful to see that
10 bfe 15 Jost but 1f 1n spute of our precaunons some people are
acadentslly caught 1n 2 mess and killed wecanthelpit

A ot of people are also shot down by the police when they
disperse the mobs that gather $o help us sard Sriram,

But that 18 none of our concern  sard Jagadish and add~d
In & war Lves are bound to be lost However the job of the
moment 1s more 1mportant than any amount of theoretical specu
lauon. Mshatmap taught me this phulosophy when I was with
lum at Wardha Anyway dont bother too much about these
questions  He has asked us to work for the movement according
to our mdividual capacities

§

On a certein day Jagadish examined Srirem 8 face and declared
“The most satisfactory moustache that [ cver saw 1n my Lfe
With a razor and scssors he helped Stram to gave sts ead &
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downward turn. He produced also some old silver-nmmed
spectacles, and mounted them on his nose. He provided um
too with an ill-fittng, close-buttoned coat, and a white turban
for covering his head He ordered lum to tie up his dhon
bifurcated, like all respectable men. After all this, Smram
looked 1nto a murror, the very tny one which he used for his
shaving, 1t did not reveal a full picture but 1t showed enough
for hum to remark ‘I look like a wholesale rice merchant

Jagadish nodded apprecatively and said with considerable
delight 10 his tone, “True, true If I could only put a dark
caste-mark on your forehead, that'd indeed complete the picture

Sniram as he salhed forth at about seven, after sunset, felt so
different that he wondered why he should ezpect Bharau to
admithim atall.  He chuckled at the thought, ‘Bharati may won-
der why a rice merchant has taken a fancy to czall on her, all of &
sudden’ ‘Thespectacles gave hum a dull ache on the bridge of hus
nose, and kept constantly slipping down, pestening hum with 2 dull,
musty vision  This 15 what comes of not surrendering oneself
to the police when Bharan advises one to do so” he reflected.
At the Iittle station he clunbed into the tran gomng towards
Malgudi  There were a few sleepy passengers m his compart-
ment. He ignored the whole lot *It’s no business of a self-
respecting rice merchant to speak to these folk,’ he reflected
and sat looking at lus fellow-passengers with indifference
Jegadish had proved himself a gemus the moustache was a
tremendous asset, 1t was as if Stiram had worn a mask over lus
face, the transformation was so complete.

From Malgudt station 1t was an hour’s walk southward through
Market Road to the Slaughter House As he passed slong the
farmhar roads, Sniram felt senttmental and unhappy It secemed
as 1f he had left this world ages sgo  Beyond these rows of silent
and darkened shops was the house of lus grandmother

Jagadish had given precise anstructions  The nice merchant
crouched behind the Eastern wall of the old Slaughter House.
Bharat would come to the lavatory at that corner, stand up on 2
large stone, rolled into poesitton for the purpose, look down and
talk to hum  Smiram was wondering if Bharati would notice hus
moustache 1n the darkness, he wondered 1f he could reach up and
touch her hand He patiently wasted. ‘The Taluk Office gong
sounded two in the morming  He felt slecpy  He remembered
Bharat ssking him to meet her at three 2.m , when the Mahatma
came to Malgudi  She seems fond of spoiling other peoples



sleep he reflected.  He sat there on the ground. The Taluk
Office gong struck the next hour  How long am I to stay here ?
he reflected. Has someone been playing & prank?  Angry
thoughts were nsing in his heart
Hey cnedavoice
He looked up hopefully Over the wall a head appeared,
but 1t was not Bharsus It was one of the wardresses
ere 18 ? Snrem began stretchung himself up on hus
toes
Hush Tisten  She wont come
Is she not comung ¥’
No Catch this  She dropped a letter  Read 1t, smd the
head and be off
‘The nice merchant moved away clutching the piece of paper 1o
ts hand lus head buzzing with a thousand speculations
Under the first street latop he spread out the note It wasa
piece torn out of a memo pad On 1t w2, a humed penal
scribbling I cannot bring myself to see you today It seems
ding to have 2 meetng under these condiions  Bapu
has afways suid that 1t 13 dishonourable to 2ssume subterfuges
In a jail we must observe the rules or change them by Satyagraha
openly 1if possible Forgne me We shall meet sgan  But
before that please go and see your gramy A detenue who
came 1 here told me that she was very 1ll.  Itis your duty to
nisk your life to see her  Go before 1t 15 too late

§

Not many people were able to recognize hum when he ascended
the steps of 14 Kabir Lane He saw Kanm tte shopman
comung out of the house  He was softly closing the door behind
hum  He didn t recogmze Sniram who for a moment forgot that
ke could not be recogmzed and cried, Ranm! elmost involun
tanly His voice betrayed him  Kanm halted and suddenly
cned Ohlat's our young master O Ram, what 13 1t you have
been dotng to yourself deserting your house and the old lady who
was your father mother and coustn znd everythmg Have
g:u 1o heart? Thank God you have come pow tnyway

ut you are too late

“Why? Why? screamed Spram = What has happened?

Sheis dead  She died et ten o clock last mught

Sriram ran past lum 1nto the house  There 1n the old famuliar

plee under the good old hull lamp lay the old lady A white
116



/

sheet was drawn over her A couple of women from the netgh-
bouring houses were sitting beside her, keeping vigil

riram was sorrow-stricken, the famliar household, the old
almanac stull there under the roof tile the copper vessel 11 which
she kept drinking water still on the window sill  The easy chair
which he had bought for her with lus first money was still where
he had put st He had a ghmpse of a past bfe = He went up to
the comer of the house which used to be his and examuned s
books, pens, clothes, he opened the id and looked 1nto hus old un
trunk Al the articles with which he had grown up were there,
kept safe and intact  The vigl-keepers followed his movements
with dull, sleep-filled eyes Snram wept. But he ocould not
wipe away lus tears, he realwed that his spectacles were a
nwsance he suddenly plucked them off and flung them down,
feehng  ‘I’'m answerable to Jagadish for this Pm betraying
myself”’

Kanm stood in the doorway, respectfully watching ‘How
1mperious she Jooks! Even now! he cried ‘A great Soul’

I can t believe she 1s dead  She looks asleep! How do vou
know that she 1s dead ? Sriram asked

Kanm merely laughed gnmly “You had better telegraph to
all your relatives  I’m sure many would want to have a Iast look
at her face’

Sriram sat down on the floor beside the old lady, quetly sobb-
mg The women looked at hum for a moment, and siently
lapsed into mournful silence  They turped to Kanny and asked,
‘Is he the only relanv e to arnve or should we wart for some more ?
Kann: preferred to 1gnore therr question  The night wes abso-~
lutely stll and silent  Even the street dogs were a.leep  Except
the Jow vorces conversing under the dum Light, the entire world
was asleep, followmng the example of Granny herself  Sriram
suddenly rose to fus feet, went to Kanm, put hus arm round his
shoulder, and whispered, “Kanm, I am very hungry Cent
you open your shop and give me something o eat? There s
nothing 1 the kchen

‘How can there bz anything?  She wss 11l so long, those ladies
were bringing her mulk and gruel.’

‘Pm very hungrv, Kenmi,'” Sriram sad agamn pathencally

Kann pingled his }eys and said, Come withme?

They crossed the street.  Kanni unlocked the door of hus shop
and bt s lamp  Snram climbed the platform and weat 1o, then
bolted the door sgain from mside  The shop was hot znd stuff

17

P



PADANas nung aown 1N ouncnes UL alld DISUHIIE 1l valills
glass contatners all of course were presided over bythe European
queen with apple cheeks  Sriram complamed that 1t was stuffy
Ranm explatned I don t want anyone to suspect your presence
Though handing you over and collecting the reward might prove
ada b:tlter proposition than runnmg & business m these dufficult

Y3

Sriram had not realized how hungry he was He demanded
and atc everything that he saw  Kanm took out a paper and
calculated That would be two rupees and four annas I wall
put 1t down on your account

Now he was no longer hungry Snram smd  Tell me about
my granny  What was wrong with her ?

Ranm paused for a while before answerning Ever since the
pohice came a.king for you in this house she lost—if I may say
so her ongnal spint  She was always feeling that you had
betrayed her  You may know all about Mahatma 2nd so on
but all she knew was what people told her that you had run after
agul The old lady was much hurt  She hardly ever came out
after that and when the police came to take away your photo-
graph she was very mud}:o upset _ She felt that she could not
hold up her head 1n publicagain  She was always sayng that you
had betrayed her  The police came and questioned me too about
you Isaid You are merely wasting my shop time I am not
to be bothered about every scapegrace In the town because I
have the 1l luck to have a shop opposite hus house  and that
satisfied them. 1 wish you had not gone away without teling
her It worned her too much  She kept saying  What czn a
hittle cobra do even if you have brought 1t up on cow’s mulk?
It can only do what 1ts breeding tells it to do

Sriram was visibly annoyed at this companson  She was &
very bitter tongued person_that’s why I preferred to go away
without teling her at all  What chance did one have of wlking
to such an unressonable character? He forgot for & moment
that he was talking about someone dead

People came and told her harr rasing tales about you  She
'was alarmed by your acuviies  What wes the matter with you?
1 never thought the young master I had known so long sgo could
cver grow up mnro 8 Zigomar

Stirem felr hurt by this companisen with an old clessical
bandit.  He sad with a lot of self psity I wouldn t have come
1f 1 wasn t eager to see my granny
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“That’s true,” sard Kanm  “The Market Road doctor attended
her often, even last evenung he was there with hus tube and needle
and stayed nll she passed away

‘Was she talking all the ime? ashed Sriram

‘She wasn’t, but she might have been  Why think of all that
now?” Kanmisad Let us think of what we should do next ’

Yes, what 1s to be done?

‘The funeral Get through i1t quickly Are you gomg to
wait for relatives ?’

These were tough and complex domestic questions to which
he was unaccustomed He brooded over them The word
‘relanve , brought to huis mund only his grand-uncle whose dark
descendant he was expected to marry, and plenty of others, a
batch of muscellaneous folk who dropped 1 for a meal or two
occastonally from their village, and always spoke of lands and
ltigation  Granny used to find their talk fascinating and forgot
10 notice Stiram’s arnivals and departures, while he generally
sneaked out to a nearby cycle-shop and learnt to balance lumself
on the pedal of a bicycle taken on hure  Sniram had & sudden
vision of being responsible for gathering that entire crowd
again they mught stand around the corpse and lament over their
lands and hugation He was aghast at the thought He said
‘I don’t care for anyone

Yes, I know I too think you should not keep the body too
long Better hurry through the funeral But at least let the
lady have the sansfaction of having her pyre Iit by her grandson
That may assuage her spuat’

‘I don’t Anow what to do about such things, Sriram wailed

‘I wall help you,” smd Ranm

One thing I can’t go with the funeral procession,’ sad
Stram ‘I wall manage to come at the end 1if you will manage
the other things’

‘Even the police may not interfere now  After all, they are
also human, sad K

Sniram went bach into lus house and took another look at his
granny The two vigil-heepers were asleep  They sat hunched
up with their heads on the floor, curled beside the body  They
Jook more dead than Granny,’ thought Sriram A cock crowed
somewhere Sriram went out, softly closing the door behind
um Meanwhile Keanni had Jocked the shop, and had returned

‘She 15 1n your charge,’ said Snram Wil you be there at erght 2+
Do everything meely  Don’t bother about expense * O
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Yes I know I can always get my debts I have kept
your account i full detail You should have ro misgiving even
about an anna 1 have even put mnto the account what I have
been paying the doctor from ume to ime  Are you sure her
relatives will not be angry with us later?

What do you care whether they are angry or pleased? What
have we to do with them? A set of useless rustics  said Stiram
with & certamn amount of unnecessary bitterness 1 his
voice

At sbout eight Sriram was on the cremation ground beyond
the Sarayu niver A couple of pyres which had been kit on the
previous day were sull smoulderng  Bamboo and discarded
preces of shroud were scattered here and there A funeral
processton was crossing Nallappas Grove The bier was
decorated with flowers and some men weanng white shirts and
rings on their fingers were shouldering the corpse  Must be
devoted relauves he thought  They are bearng the burden
But poor Granny has no one to carry her  Once again he felt
angry at the thought of those village relauves The heat was
itense althongh 1t was not even eight 1n the morning
15 a sery hot place  he reflected  Bullock carts were crossing
the niver villegers on their way nto the town with baskets on
therr heads chattered incessantly  He nouced people comung
to the niver for a wash  His mund made a dull note of all that
bis eyes saw  Flis main job now was to await the amval of Granny
Why were they teking all this tme? Probably pnests were
holding up the body so that they might get a higher fee fo funeral
atatons  Or could the police have held up the procession?
For a moment a fantashic fear seized hts mund lest the police
should have suspected foul play and held up the body for 2 post
mortem. The other pampered bedy carnied by the devoted
relatives was now brought i through the gate and Jaid down on
the ground. They were gomg through a lot of ceremonal
acuvity Granny's pyre was al,o bewng built up with dried
cow dung cekss on z small platform all the arrangements were
supervised by Rannu s shop assistant who was haggling with fu 1
suppliers and ordening the graveyard assstants about. They
obeyed hum cheerfully which made Snram wonder why they
obeyed hum at all. It 15 1n some people s blood to be respected
by alt kinds of people  Sriram refiected watching with & certain
amount of envy all the fuss that the nch were making v ith the
body 1n their hands
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Led by Kanni, who bore 1 hus hand a pot of fite, a couple
of neighbours, the manager of the Fund-Office, and two priests,
Granny arrived on a brer made of bamboo, carried by four gnm
sub-human professtonal carners Sriram rushed to the small
wooden doorway to meet the procession  Kanmi was the first
to step through He held the pot of fire to Sriram saying,
‘Really 1t 15 your duty to carry 1t Sniram took charge

Granny’s face was uncovered and faced the sun  Sriram felt
8 pang of fresh sorrow at the sight The brer was laid on the
ground “Sriram, bathe 1m the river and come back soon with
wet clothes onyou  She s at least entitled to so much considera-
tion’ The words came from the old famuly priest Sriram
realized that he was still n the garb of a wholesale rice merchant,
and felt ridiculous  The old priest had officated at festivals and
domestic ceremonies ever since Sniram could remember, including
the grand ceremony of hus first birthday  The old man was several
years Granny’s senior, but remarkably wiry and alert, with his
greensh eyes and hook nose, and greed for ceremomal fees

He asked Sniram, ‘Have you two rupees 1n comns ?’

While Sriram fumbled for an answer, the ever watchful Kannt
descended on hum wrathfully, “Why do you ash that? Havent
we agreed on a lump sum for everything ?

The priest who was squatting beside the body turned and sad,
‘Whoever smd the lump sum included this? This can never
go 1nto that This 1s a separate account. Our elders have
decreed that the Dear Departed should have two silver comns
on lis or her chest from the hand of the nearest and dearest
It 15 smd to smooth out the passage of the soul imto further
regions I am only repeating what the shastras say, our ancestors
knew what was best for us I am merely a mouthpiece *

‘And what happens to the coms? ashed the Fund-Office
Manager The priest pretended to igmore the guestion, but
Kanm said, ‘It goes the way of other coins, that 1sintoapriest s
money-box ’

‘Yes, it does Do you expect the soul to carry the siver with
1t?  You must view 1t all in the proper bight, you must take only
its philosophical meamng  We carry nothing from ths carth,
sad the priest and quoted 8 San.kut verse  He suddenly looked
across at the other part of the ground where the nch men were
conducting their ceremontes, ‘Sec there  They are devoted and
very correct  They arc not omutting a single nte”

‘We are not onutting enything cither,’ said Kanm engnly

121



His tone cowed the priest who mumbled Dont think I am
after money I only do thungs 1n order to satisfy a great soul
known to me for several decades now  He looked up at Sniram.
and sasd  Now go and bathe quickly  Nothing can begin until
after that  He paused and added You wall find 8 barber there
You will have to shave off your moustache and the top of your
head Otherwse 1t would be very irregular  The shastras say

I wall ot shave my moustache nor my head sud Snram
emphaucally

All mght sad the priest It 15 my duty to suggest what the
shastras say and it 1s left to you to follow it or modify 1t in any
manner  Of course modern life makes 1t difficult to follow all the
rules and people have to adjust themselves There are even
people who like to perform their funerals with Euro; hats
on these days What can one do about them? It 15 wisdom
o accept what has come to pass  say the shastras and we bow
our heads to that izjunction

Stiram presently returned from hus bathe 1n the niver dnpping
wet with his bair sucking on s head and his clothes stucx to his
body They had mow lad the cropse on the pyre The
pyre beyond was already aflame and the party was leaving
the ground They are very busimesslke said the prest,
He seem~d to admure everythung they did  Sriram felt piqued
and hanm saxd  Don t go on talking unnecessarily

All the nites before the highting of the pyre started  The old
1ady lay stretched out on the cow dung fuel ~ The priest placed
a small vessel tn Sniram s hand and asked hum to pour the milk in
st over the hips of the dead  Sriram poured the mik chanted
some mantras and finally dropped the fire over Granny’s heart
which was actually below a layer of fuel  The fire smouldered
and crackled  Now it ts all over with her  Sniram said

The Fund Office Manager suddenly cried Seethere sec there
He was exated They looked where he pointed  The big toc
on the left foot of th. lady was seen to move  Pull out the fire
pull out the fire Someonpe thrust his hand 1n 2nd snatched
off the burmung piece  The old lady s sary was already burnmg at
one end. Snram flung 8 pal of water on 1t and put it out.
‘Now with the fire out they stood around and watchs The we
was wagging

She 1s not dead take her out cned Snram.
1 ve never heard of such & thing you can t do that, the priest
cnied  People scemed to have suddenly lost alt commonsense
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‘You want us to burn Granny alive, do you? Get out of our
way, priest,” cried Sriram  He kiched away the pile of fuel,
hfted the body and placed it down agan on the ground I
knew something was wrong I koew Granny wouldnt die,
said Smiram  He sprinkled water on her face, forced some milk
down her throat, and fanned her face ‘The priest stood aside
with a doleful expression  Kanm seemed too stunned to speak
The shop-assistant was runmng 1n crcles announcing the glad
tidmgs and collecung a crowd

The Fund-Office Manager cried, ‘Let us not waste nme I
will fetch the doctor’ He started runmng towards the cty

Kanm cried, ‘Oh, what doctors, these days! They don’t
even know whether a person 1s alive or dead! If we had failed
to notice 10 time oh, what doctors’

Under their nursing, the movement 1n the toe gradually spread
All the toes showed signs of revival, then her leg, then her arms
The old lady seemed to be coming back to lfe, tnch by inch
Her eyes were sull shut  Sriram murmured  Granny, Granny,
open your eyes I am here’ At this moment all politics were
forgotten, ail disputes and wars, Britam, even Bharat ‘Get
up Granny, you are all right” Now her heart began to throb,
her breathing returned, ever so famntly  Sriram let out a cry of
tremendous relief He called the shop assistant, My Granny
will not die, she 15 not dead God bless her’ He dragged
Kanni by hus hand and sard, Kenni, Grannyisalive’ Henursed
his granny with one hand and put the other around Ranm'’s
shoulder and sobbed  His face was wet with tears

Kanni patted his bach and said, Don’t, don’t, be brave
You must not breal down She may open her eyes and she
must see a happy face’

The rattle of an old car was heard far off ELveryone cried,
‘Doctor’s car’® Presently a little car with a flapping hood was
strugghng over the sand and pebbles at the Nallappa’s Grove
crossing, and on through the rough sandy track leadmg to the
southern door of the crematonium  The doctor was & puny man
wearing an enormous W hute overall, with a stragghng crop of harr
resembling Einstenns, 8 small man above whom everone
seemed to tower He jumped out of his car, followed by the
Fund Officc Manager °‘Is this true, 15 this true? cned the
doctor runming forward Hec stopped suddenly and samd,
‘Someone go and fetch that bag from thecar  Presently he hnelt
above the old lady, took her wrist in Ius hand, pulled out his
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His tone cowed the pricst who mumbled Dont thunk I am
after money I only do thungs m order to satisfy a great soul
known to me for several decades now  He looked up at Sniram
and sad Now go and bathe quickly  Nothung can begin untl
after that  He paused and added You will find a barber there
You will have to shave off your moustache and the top of your
head Otherwise 1t would be very irregular  The shastras say

I will not shave my moustache nor my head sad Srram
emphaucally

All nght said the priest It 1s my duty to suggest what the
shastras say and 1t 1s left to you to follow 1t or modify 1t 1o any
manner Of course modern ife makes 1t dufficult to follow all the
rules and people have to adjust themselves There are even
people who like to perform their funerals with European hats
on these days What can one do about them? It 1s wisdom
to accept what has come to pass  say the shastras and we bow
our heads to that mjunction

Sniram presently returned from hus bathe 1n the river dripping
wet with his hair sucking on hus head and his clothes stuck to hus
body They had mow lud the cropse on the pyre The
pyre beyond was already aflame and the party was leaving
the ground They are very bustnesshke said the priest,
He seem d to admure everything they did  Sruram fele prqued
and Kanni saxd  Don t go on talking unnecessanily

All the rites before the highting of the pyre started  The old
lady lay stretched out on the cow dung fuel  The prest placed
& small vessel 11 Srrram s hand and asked hum to pour the milk in
1t over the lips of the dead  Sniram poured the milk, chanted
some mantras and finally dropped the fire over Granny’s heart
which was actually below a Izyer of fuel The fire smouldered
and crackled  Now 1t 1s all over with her Sriram said

The Fund Office Manager suddenly cried  Seethere sce there
He was exated  They looked where he pomnted  The big toe
on the left foot of the lady was seen to move  Pull out the fire
pull out the fire Someone thrust fus hand 1n and snatched
off the burming pi~ce  The old lady’s sary was elready burning at
one end. Snram flung a pad of water on it and put 1t out.
Now with the fire out they stood around and watchs “The toe
wes WaggIng

She 1s not dead take her out cned Spram,
1 ve pever heard of such a thing you can t do that  the priest
cried  People seemed to have suddenly lost all commonsense
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They nursed and fed the old Iady as she lay on a bed mn the old
bullding The doctor’s hittle car drove up half a dozen times a
day and Kanm practically abandoned hus shop 1n order to conduct
Jie operations A vast concourse began to arrive m order to
witness the puracle Some close relatives of Granny who had
not seen her for years came and cried, ‘Oh, sister, how good to see
you No one sent word to us that you were dead’

‘Word was not sent because there was pothing to send.”

‘But when a close relation 1s dead, isitnot  *?

‘But she was not dead, se why send word ?’

‘How did you know that she was not dead ?* ashed the relanves,
and the conversation flowed on in rather bewildening channels
Sriram feared all along that this crowding and pubhaty would
ultimately lead to trouble  He tried to heep humself aloof from
the crowd When too many people arrived he went away to the
back of the building, while Kanm and the others managed the
;lsmm He overheard people ash, Where 1s that grandson of

ers

‘Oh, that ne’er-do-well adventurer 1s probably mm Burma,’
said Kanm

But none of this helped A police inspector 1n plam clothes
and two constables arnved on the thurd afternoon as Sriram,
having fed lus granny and eaten a meal brought 1n 8 vessel by the
Fund-Office Manager, was enjoying a stesta 1n the shade of a tree
the toll-gate bwlding Granny and her attendants were peace-
fully sleeping  The mspector looked down at Snram and said,
‘Getup’

‘Why ? asked Sriram, nisng ~ What do you want ?’

‘You arc under arrest,’ sard the inspector  ‘We have been
fookang for you for a long time now’

“Who gets the reward ? asked Snram with heavy cymasm

The 1nspector did not reply He said, ‘We know the specal
occasion which has brought you here, and we don’t want to make
any fuss, provided you make none. This 15 why we have .tation-
ed our jeep over there I have some more men init. You may
come with us as soon as you are ready  Don’t be too long?®

Sriram smd, ‘Yes, give me 8 hittle ime.”

‘T am armed and will shoot 1f you try to escape,” the mspector
said

Sriram went to take & look at Granny  He found her situng
up and conversing with the two people near her  The
she saw Sniram she cried, ‘Oh, boy, when did you come
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They told me that you were here, but with a moustache  What
ever made you grow one, my boy? Takest off don t come before
me with that, whatever else you may do

Yes Granny he said obediently  He was so happy to find
her old spint revived.  One need have no doubt that 1t was she
who was spcakang  There was the genuthie ring 1n her tone
Her personality seemed to have returned from the other world
unscathed by the contacts there  He sat down on the edge of her
bed took her arm into Ius hands, and stroked 1t.  She looked
&t him closely and satd “You are down and out, no doubt about
1t.  She shook her head dolefully  “Whatever imnduced you to get
smuzed up with all those people, T can £ say I trzed to bring you
up as a respectable atzen. If you didn t go up for your B.AA 3t
‘wasn t my fault. No one can blame me for i, But st 1s all true
2ll the things people say about you ?*

Snram thought and replied slowly Dont belicve 2 word of
anythung you hear  People talk falschoods remember

Grinny’s face puckered 1n a happy smile  “Vilestongued folk
she cned, May all thosc that talk 3ll, dunk 1l slander you or
mslead you or tempt you out of your way

At ths pomnt Sniram had a sbight misgiving that the old Iady
mught mean Bhatst. He tried to duvert her attenuon Don't
exert yourself Granny dowmn

Why should I? There 1s nothing wrong with me  You
believe that doctor!  Let lum come before me. I wall tell lum
what I thuok of lum. He would have burnt me alive if he had

“Whoever has been responsible for taking you out, whether 1t be
man woman, or whatever may they penish and suffer m the
worsthell'  After uttering her imprecation ghe felt both relieved
and happy Suram thought of the police warng outside, and
sud, Don texert yourself Granny you must not talk too much.

Why not? And who says that* she asked. I wall speak
#s much as I like and no one shall stop me.

At this pomnt one of the pohcemen 1m atthe doorway and
Granny ssked, Who are you ?* so authonmtrvely that he withdrew
his head immediately

“Who 13 he?* asked Granny

Some ong to 3cc me, saxd Sriram.

He weat on stroking her arm o soothingly that she presently
felt drowsy He gave her a few ounces of milk She sad
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‘Tamglad toseeyou Good boy, don’t let people tempt you out
of your way Be with me Don’t leave me again  Spram
helped her to stretch herself on her bed, and she was soon asleep
He walked over to the police officer and satd, ‘Letus go’ Kanm
followed lum to the jeep  Sriram said, Kanny, look after Granny
tll T am back I don’t know how long they will heep me  Try
to see me and tell me how she ss I thunk the Collector will let
you see us in jad I don’t know what you are going to do about
her’ He stood with bowed head for 8 moment, and then as
though the problem was beyond any solutton, he stepped into
the jee;
Kangx said, ‘Don’t be anxious She 15 like a mother to us

We shall take care of her’



PART FOUR

HE was 1n detention at the Central Jal He occupred a cell
with a few others and slept on the hard cement floor They
woke lum up at five in the morning  This irked hum most
He sometmes wished that they wouldn t pull lum out of hus
retreat 1n 8 soft dream nto the harsh reality of the prison world
And then they hurried getting up and washing at the dnbbling
watertap and the public todet this sickened hum at fist He
prayed that they might let hire wait at least till the others
had gone but that could not be the warder stood over him and
the others and hustled them

Snram once attempted to approach the Most High of thus
world 1n regard to this when he came to inspect the prison
‘The s tendent of the pnson lagged belund the Most High
rcspcct?uclrl;n with all the other officials trooping after them
Sriram had been 1n g file awaiung imspection at the central yard
which was surrounded by the hormble slate coloured barracks
the great map was marching by throwing 8 haughty glance at the
file The prisoners had been advised to stand stock sull and
not to utter & word or move a muscle when the man passed
they wete not to speak unless spoken to But when Snram saw
the great god approach his part of the file he could not resist the
1mpulse to step forward and begin I have 2 complamnt and a
request to make st At once several people seized him end
pulled him out of theway and the great man passed on pretending
not to have nouced anything  After he was gone Snram was
summoned to the supenintendent s office  The guards held his
b and kept him standing at attention before the supertaten
dent’s table The supenintendent looked up and said - You have
violated jal disaipline and you are hable to teceive pumsshment

“What punshment? Sriram asked

Theman who had trailed hke a meck puppy behind the visitor
an hour 5go stzmped Ius foot under the table and shouted I will
not have you talk to me 1n that maprer understand ?

Snram felt cowed. He feared the other mught go mad and
kick him be was the overlord here and was eatitled to kull people
1f he chose.  People might talk of monarchy bemng abolished but
here was sbsolute monarchy  This was hus world ruled by fus
authonty and o one could do anything about 1t, 30 Snram sard
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meely, ‘Yes, sir,’ the very first ime 1n hus Iife he had adopted a
tone of meekaess

The other was pleased with his submussion and asked,
‘Wl;y did you step out of the hne® What did you want to
say

Sriram felt at would be better to speak plainly ‘I wanted to
ash 1f something mught not be done to provide us some privacy
for our torlet >

The supenintendent sniggered, So you thought you mght
get things done over my head? Eh?’

Not that, sir, but 1t hada’t occurred to me earler, that’s all’
Sniram said

The other said, ‘You saved yourself by not talking more,
understand? If you had spoken to hum, you would have been
put 1n chains Remember, we dont want indiscipline 1n this
prison, understand ?

Yes, sir,” Sturam satd, completely crushed by his manner

The other softeped 8 little at thus and sard, ‘Ash me for anything
you may want’

“Yes siry Snram found that this was the best way of talking to
the man, the only 1diom that didn t upset him

‘The supenntendent asked, “What did you say you wanted to
tell the IG ?

‘I wanted to ask about the privy arrangements’, he sad,
feeling trred of all the repention and publiaty

‘Oh, 15 that so ?* the other asked, and added, ‘Here 1s the reply
to your representation’

‘What, sic?

‘You will not be getting any arrangements other than what you
have alrcady got, understand 2’

“Yes, sir,’ said Sriram, utterning the soothing word, ‘But may I
know why ?’

The guards pinched Ius biceps, alarmed at lus impudence
But the superintendent did not seem to mund - He merely replied,
*If 1t had becn any other nme you would have been shot without
a word, remember _ You are not our guest, but our prisoner
You are not a classificd prisoner, but one 1w custody under the
Defence of India Rules, remember’

‘But there has been o tnal - How long am I to be here

“There 1s no need for a tnal in cases such as yours  The whole
world knows why you are here’ ,

‘T was only trying to do my duty,” Snram sauid
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The superintendent kicked the table and saxd I 11 pot have you
f;l;:ws talkingpoliicshere  The word politics seemed to sting

Yes sir Sprram said and this again soothed the man s temper

He suid as a concession You are nesther Gandh s mannor an
ordmary criminal but more dangerous than etther

Sriram could express no opin.on 1n the matter himself The
word Gandhy brought to hus mmd the memory of Bharau and
he heartily wished that ke had surrendered himself to the police
with her  They would probsbly have treated hum as an honour
able polttical prisoner  Where 15 Bharan? Is she by sny chance
1n this jml? "If so won t you let me see her? Is she keeping
well?  Questions by the score buzzed 1n his head as he stood
stanng at the wall

The supenmtendent sad I m glad you are paying close atten
uon to my words  But let me say 2t once 1t won't pay you to
be troublesome withun these walls  What are you thinking? he
demanded suddenly

I was only wondering how long I shall be kept here  Its
already several months I have lost count of the months

It 18 unnecessary for you to keep count of anytfung 1t’s not
going to be of any use to you  Your stay here will be as long as
His Majesty wihes you to be here thatis all  We re mstructed
to keep you not very differently from your other fnends here
under sentence of various terms of rigorous imprisonment,
That's all dismuss

‘The guards clicked therr heels saluted and turned Snram
round. As he was gowng the superintendent threw after fum the
remark, You will ask me for anything you want

Yes s

That’s a}f dismuss  And the guards marched hun off

The days weeks and months that followed were sumular
one day followng another without much disuncion Snram
began to feel st home he looked forward to the little exatements
that came to hum 1n the course of hus existence  When he was
taken to break stones in the quarry behind the jail he welcomed
1t as a change the rocks that he hewed were hot under his sear
the sun scorched hus body the iron hammer with which he broke
the stones pecled his skin but stll he Liked the job because 1t took
him though under surverliance outside the jail  He was with
2 pang of men muscellancous enminals who were there for any
thing from murder down to confirmed pocket picking  Most
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of them were planming what they would do at the end of therr
term. Some of them were planmng to return again and agan,
and spend the rest of their lives here  Sriram felt uneasy 1n this
rough company, who laughed at the soft-handed, soft-headed
man  They simply could not make out why he should have
courted all this trouble from the police because someone wanted
hum to do something, and not because such exploits as derailing a
train brought him a share of profit. This was a fresh outlook
that had not occurred to Smram 1n his self-centred political
cxistence  He had a feeling that he was runming up against a pew
species of human being, speaking like monsters, but yet displaying
sudden human qualiies, they were solicitous that he should not
undemnourish lumself, they pitied him for his inability to relish
the food atough ball of bodled mullet with very watery buttermulk.
(The buttermilk was a recent addition because somebody had
agtated for 1t 1n the Press and 1n the assemblies, and the butter-
mulk content was just enough to sansfy the techmcal needs of
all agitators 1n general) While he ate he thought of all the good
things that his granny had made for lum and remembered how
even during his very last visit to her, at therr house, she had offered
him something that a neighbour had sent.  He felt agony at the
memory of the crunchy, ghee-flavoured rice, he could almost
hear the music of hus bite, while he held up hus aluminium platter
to recewve hus quota  The very manner 1in which he munched
made his fellow-prisoners comment

‘You stll think of Badam Halwa?’ asked the Culpable
Homicide Not Amounting To Murder  They were situng side
by side during the bresak for food at midday

“If ever I leave this place, I am gomg to spend a hundred
Tupecs on Badam Halwa at the corner shop, you know Knishns
Vilas, the shop 1s small but 11 1s 8 wonderful place, he serves on
clean banana leaves and not on plates  You know hus rdlies are
almost as if made of the ightest  ?> Stiram wwas at a lo-s for a
companson, and his companion helped him with sumles of
jasmune, rose-petals, soft butter, and so forth Snram added
passtonately, ‘And you know he gives free churngy to go with 1t,
you can t see the lire of 1t anywhere else on the globe. You
must have known the corner hotel ?*

No, his companon shook his head *I am from Bellary,
I am not famibiar with the tosn’

‘1 know that hotel,’ the guard sdded, jotmung 1 therr con-
versation, ‘It’s a good place, but I go there rarely T havent
much chance of getting out of this plsce”



“You are hike us? sard one of the prisoners and all of them
laughed happily at the joke

Meal umes were the best. Snrams neighbour a veteran
forger whispered to um Don t tell anyone I am getting some
good things to eat and dnnk next Thursday I will give you
some when I get them.

‘What arc you geting? asked Sriram unable to control his

cunosity

Some vadar and the mcest chicken pulay

Snram retched at the mention of the chicken He madea
wry face Chicken! Chicken] Oh! I cant stand the thought
of 1t} he said hus face twisting with disgust. I don t eat those
things! he cried I have not even eaten cakes because they
contain eggs

The forger was amused.  He rolled with laughter tull the guard
who kad been friendly huthetto objected  Stop that where do
you thunk you are!

The central tower threw a welcome shade The afternoon
was langwd though warm The supenntendent would be

1 bus quarters emjoying his afternoon siesta  there was

really nio one to object to anything and thus was the only hour
when the prison ceased to be a prison for 2 while and gamned 2
human and hat here the warders th Ives acquir
ed a frendly mellowness and sll conversatnon flowed on the
human level” This was the hour at which 1t was impossible to
continue the ngours of the jail atmosphere—it was almost Iike the
mdday recess at Albert Mission School of Stiram s younger days

The forger pleaded wrth the warder  Don t bother us for &
while please A man needs some rest after all the labour of the
day  Please leave us alone for 2 while  And then he turned
lus attention to Sriram I know they will use the purest ghee
#nd putmeg leaf and cannamon bark for the pulev 1€ you scoop
a handful of 11, ghee will dnp down your fingers 1t’s so nch
Don t say that you won t have it.  You must accept 1t Jt wall
do you good. Once you taste 1t you will keep demanding 1t
every day  Thar's the wonst of .. Il be smpossible to get 1t
mnto the place everyday though once mm 2 way we can do
snything  Our friend here end hus friends will not mind what we
do  He knows he wll got hus share

A gong struck the hour  The warder jumped to hs feet and
sad  Getup and march, and be led them back to their quarrylog
2t the back of the jasl,
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At might, Snram had companions m his cell Before lying
down on their cement beds, wrapped in their blankets, they sat
up tallking  The sentry at the corndor cried, Hush! Don’t
talk®  One fellow, the one who had commurtted house breaking
and murder, took 1t 1nto tus head to sing a hymn and msisted
upon all the others jomung lum  Rama Rama, Sita Rama, he
sang musically, and urged sll the others to follow the chorus
He said, Thus 15 the only thing which 15 real,’ 1n & very philoso-
phical manner  “You must know what 1s real and what 1s unreal
You must know the nature of the world 1 which we ive  You
must repeat the name of the Lord ceaselessly’ And he began a
smg-song devotionsl recitation of the Lord’s name Others
followed  If they stopped, he shouted in the dark, ‘What
Satan’s offspring 1s 1n this room with me I wall cast lum out?

Sriram could not help ashing, If you were so religious, why
couldn’t you have remaned outside and led your followers ?

gt’s because the police would not let me be, that’s all,’ he
sal

‘Of course, but for the police we would all be happier men,”
someone sard

After this they all started therr chant again  The sentry
came and peeped at them They guffawed He muttered
somethung und went away The leader said m the dark, ‘T
am not afrard of anyone, I am not afraid of any jaler’

‘It’s because you are so experienced,’ saxd another admuringly

‘Y would have been swinging 1n that shed long ago, but the
judge upderstood I didn’t Ml because I wanted to I only
wanted to break the bones of that 1ll-fated fool’

‘Which 1ll-fated fool?’ ashed Sriram, unsble to check his
cunosity  Here was a collection of men who formed 8 new
species He mught have to spend the rest of his fe as a member
of this famuly

The other answered ‘I only wanted lum to give me the keys,
as 50 many others had done, but he suddenly ran to the window,
shouted for the police, and when I tried to run away he jumped
onmeand held me down What could I do? Ihad to do some-
thing I thought I might crack lus legs and—but he pushed me,
and that didnt work These people force us to do unhappy,
unpleasant things*  He rumunated for a while and sighed, No
use thinking of 1t, but the magstrate understood, and when I «
Icave the jail I shall take him some frusts, orgnges, p'
things Iike that  Let us not wastc our ume®  And he began
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chant with the others joimng in - Sritam wanted 1o speak to them
about politics Mahatmay: and non violence and the Brtish rule
He began to speak but he was cut short by the man saymng
Who carcs who rules? We don t belong to that world Ive
seen all those Gandhy followers 1n prnison and they think they
are honoured guests! If you had been careful you could have
enjoyed that too They’d have put you 1n 2 bungalow with &
cook and pocket money and they would have given you books to
read and sherbet to dnnk

Sriram  blood boiled at hus words  How dare you speak like
that of those who are sufferng for the country s cause? You
are ik You are pletel: ik He wanted to
get up and hit lum  but he remembered that Bharats would have
labelled hum 2 trattor ta the non violence creed of Mahatmay
Perhaps she would have said I don t want to look at your face
agan Get out of here  And so he merely mumbled Dont
talk 1n that utterly ignorant manner of our patriots

The other growled ~ Who are you to talk to me in that tone ?

There was a pause  The forger at hus side nudged and said
Say you regret 1. Don t rouse lum  He 13 very strong

Sniram heard heavy steps approaching lum from the other
end of the ccll The man stood over Snram and growled
I insist upon saying that your political prisoners are no true
prsoners do you understand? I ve been in ten jails so far I
have seen a lot of them.  They feel they are in ther father n
Isw’s house wisiing for Despavali 1 know what Im talking
about. 1 won t have you correcting me do you hear ?”

Idon tagreewithyou sad Srram. “They are great patnots
They put themselves through much suffering
leI!wxll knock your teeth out if you contradict me  Am I

?

I will say what I please said Snram defantly  Even the
Bngs}x Government could not make me do what I didnt hike
to do

‘The other sncered  H'm, this 13 what comes of reading and
wnung  You don t know obedtence of any sort, let me tell you
People should never go to school  They talk too much

IfI had beenout 1d have made you prostrate yourself before

Mahatmay and confess your crimes  said Snram with passion
At the mention of the Mahatma the other brought his palms
together and said  Don t drag hus name i here that greatsaint.

He s also mn prison I'suppose you know that said Snram
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‘He may be, but what 1s that to you? Do you think you are
als‘o Mahatmap because you are herZ » ¢ Y

Go back to your bed, man,’ commanded Sriram  “You don’t
kn‘ow what you are talking about’

You call yourself the Mshatma’s disciple, and you have
denved no good from 1t What busimess Have you to come 1
our midst ?*

Sriram said 1n disgust, ‘Go back to your bed, man, I won’t
telk to you’

The gangster swung lus arm to hut Srram  Sniram felt the
rush of air 1n the dark, and duched Ius head, and the other went
back to us bed  Sniram felt happy and relieved only after he
heard hum stretch himself out and utter a long noisy yawn, which
glc prolonged 1nto a song, tll the sentry cried through the bars,
Hush! Stence No more talk

§

During the day the varous duues he had to perform and
the variety of derelict humaruty he watched 1n the prson kept
bis mind away from too much gloom  But when the last of the
prisoners 1n tus cell fell asleep and snored, hus lonchiness came
down on him and he became a prey to introspection  He was
seized with a desire to meet and talk to Bharat ~ Where was she ?
Dead? Marrmed to someone else? Or hanged 1n the prison ?
There was no way of knowmng He was amazed at the 1solation
that had been deviscd—inhabiting the same planet people were
completely cut off from one another States and their police
mintons seemed capable of devising any torture for human beings
Bharat: had probably marned Gorpad and gone to North India
It was months and years since they had met  He had lost count
ofume The only rechomng they had was morning, midday and
mght punctuated by meal hours, drudgery, and occasional
excitements such as that caused by the bully in his cell He
wondered 1f Bharat1 would ask, “Who are you ?' if he appeared
before her  He was seized with the obsession that day by day he
was deteriorating so much that he wouldn t be fit to be seen
by her He was losing his idenuty  He h.d lost hus patnone
am  He wondered what he had donc 10 warrant anyone calling
lum a pohucal sufferer  But for Jagadish he would not have
done things that he wouldn t wish to enumerate before any decent
person now  If 1t had not been for Jazadish he would probably
have gone on hiving 1n his rinned temple until the police fu
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%ll?:x And then he might have been worthy of associating with
aty

The thought of her produced 1n hum a certan uneasiness he
hearuly wished that she had not been such an uncomprormsing
zealot  Everything that she thought or sard or expected was sct
1n grooves and hard to pracise  To all practical purposes he was
a back number now nothung better than the assoctate of forgers
and homicides thesr world was hus world Why should he be
thought of differently? The longer he stayed here the more
likely he was to drift away from Bharati It was imperative that
he should get away How? He revolved 1n hus mind all the
things he had rezd 1n story books—of files and hack-saws being
smuggled wnto prisons and people working their way out.  The
more he thought of 1t the more unhappy he became  The sheer
helplessness of the whole business wesghed um down He
became silent and glum  All ught he was racked with dreams
of bemg caught while escaping taken out and shot the shootung
party being directed by Bharau  He woke up in 2 cold sweat and
was greatly relieved 1o find that after all he was still 1n the solid
and homely prison ' Why was Bharati causing lum worry even
mn lus dreams? Why couldn t she make herself agreeable and
amensble Iike any other normal sweetheart?

§
h;he Fund Office Manager sought spectal pernussion to mect

‘Thecall cam  to him when he was at work in the weaving shed
A warder came to say ‘You are allowed to see 2 visitor today
between three and four in the afternoon

Stram felt exoted  What visitor?® he cned.  Man or
woman? he had & wild hope that his visitor might be Bharati
Coulditbe? What would he say toher? How was he gomng to
lk to her?  How could he tell her all that he wanted to wi
the ime? Perhaps she would spurn lum when she saw fum,
Better not sec her Could he send word back that he would not
seeanyone All ths passed through his nund 1n a flash. He asked

What sort of & person ?*

But the er sud  See for yourself The interview 13 1
the Chef’s room  If you don t waste too much ume asking
questions you can have 2 few nunutes with the visitor

Snram followed the other meekly dropping lus job  His
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neighbours muttered ‘Your mother-in-law has probably come
to see you with sweets"

At the entrance to the Chuef’s office, the warder halted for just
a second to Jook hum up and down, flic} off a cake of dirt on his
jacket, and pull up his dress 1n general he murmured Remem-
ber how you should behave before the Chuef  If you make any
trouble, he will have you whipped ’

Sriram answered, ‘I don't hke whipping,’ to which the other
retorted, ‘Don’t talk back It 1s enough if you do what you
are told’

It was only after Sram had mumbled an unqualfied affirma-
tive that he would behave properly that the warder pushed him
1n  He saw the Fund-Officc Manager waiting for um He
looked intimudated by Ius surroundings, he sat on & stool, Ius legs
danghng, afraid to cross them

The Chsef looked up briefly and said, “Prisoner, you have special
permussion to meet a visitor today ’

Sniram felt abashed to stand there 1n that umform and face
the Fund-Office Manager He stared at the manager, who stared
lb;fsd( a{:’ him The Chief was busy looking through the papers on

table

“You may speak,’ he ordered ‘I can’t allow this interview to be
prolonged beyond four pm  If you have anythung to say to each
other, go shead, and don’t waste ime’

Sriram felt like a fool He had a feelng that the manager
would break the 1ce and begin a conversation  But the man
seemed bereft of speech

The Chuef tried to easce the sttuation agun by interrupting his
study of the papers to order, ‘Guards wait outside *

Two men who had mounted guard over Smram, saluted,
clicked therr heels, and went out  This brought a shghtimprove-
ment, but stll the mterview did not proceed beyond the stage of
mutuel stanng  ‘The Fund Office man seemed to be stunned by
the sight of the Saram he saw before him now  He scemed to
doubt v hether this lank, sallow, close~cropped man 1 striped
knichers and jachet could be the one he had cometosee  Sniram
noted tus surprise and hesitation and said to lumself When even
the manager 15 so reluctant to gdrmut my 1dentsty, what will Bharatu
do? Perhaps she will say, * Getout, you 2udmask  Who do you

arc?’
thl’il’i;c)elllucf loohed at hus watch and fretted  Hesmd “Youmay
talk about anything except poliucs and other banned subjects % -
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Sniram suddenly found his vorce to say  How 1s everybody
Mansger?
Very well very well the man said swinging his short Jegs
sull afrad to cross them
Tell me about Granny smd Sniram
That 15 why I have come here, smd the manager We had
a communication from her today
Commumication! Where from?
Dont you know? She 13 10 Benares now ?

“When did she go there ?
Oh you don t know all the story? When she revived at the
ground some orthod ple said that she could not

come back 1nto the town because 1t was 1nauspicious and mught
blightthecity  She respected therr wishes and stayed 1n the toll
gate house for some days and then said she would go to Benares
We helped her to take the train at Talapur

Benares! What 1s she doing at Benares

She 1s with 2 number of others who spend therr last years
there old persons who are waiung to die  They cheerfully
swait therr death and look forward to the final fire and the final
ablution m the sacred Ganges

Did she ask for me?

Oh she was so—— the manager began and at this pont the
Chuef sard, without looking up from his papers Not allowed.
Talk of something else

But 1t 15 not politics began Sriram

Dont argue  Talk of something else ordered the Chief

Sniram helplessly glared at lum and sa:d to the manager

And then what happened ?

She s quite wellin Benares  There 13 8 whole strect of them
old people who have retired there to the banks of the great Ganges
awumnng their end Some have been there for years That's
23 1t 13 enjoined upon old people in the shastras  No one could
wait for a happrer end

The man from the Fund Office scemed to be so smpressed
with this that he became very eloquent and Sriram could not
help asking  You too want to retire there ?

Yes 1n good ume If God walls it Everyone cant be as
fortunate as your Granny!  He paused to reflect gently swinging
hes short legs  He had res; ully left tus sandals outside the
office and Snrem noted how durty hus feet were and blackened
with dust and wear  When he came back to the sorcid world
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agam, the manager said, ‘She has gien instructions regarding
the disposal of the rent of her house She wants the amount
to be sent to her’

‘Is someone hving 1n the house ?

*Of course, of course  Didn’t you know ?’

Sriram seemed to be hopelessly out of date, he knew nothing
of what had happened anywhere = ‘It was her mstruction that a
tenant should be found for the house, and accordingly we found
onc to pay a rent of forty rupees only, which they are crediing
to the old lady’s account in the bank’

It was an appalling thought for Sriram that someone else
should be hiving 1n the old house, shutting and opening 1ts doors

‘Who are they?’

‘Some yarn merchant’

‘Yarn merchant! I never thought we would have to surrender
our old house to a yarn merchant! he sad with disgust

It’s no surrender, they will vacate at a month’s notice.”

‘This 1nformation filled Sniram with uneasiness ‘Wheream 1 to
Live? he thought ‘Where am I to accommodate Bharaty, when
I marry her?’

Although he had lived away from the old house for so many
years, he stull had s fecling that everythung was all right so long
23 Grandmother Iived there and so Jong as he could think of 1t as
ahome He was filled mithnostalgia  Its brass bonded, slender
pllars, the pyol over the gutter, and the coconut-tree tops beyond
the row of buildings

“This 15 the pomt,’ sard the manager  “She wnm’cd me to tell
you gbout 1t, and 1f you didn’t want thus moncy—it’s been accu-
mulating, a5 I have already told you, 1nto a considerable amount—
she said 1t might be sent to her  She seems to have exhausted
all the cash she had taken with her  Thus can be done, I suppose ?*

‘Of course, why not?

I am merely carrymog out her instrucnons She wants me
to consult your wishes in the matter

‘Do anything she asks you to do If she needs more money,
don’t hesitate to take it out of my funds  Poor Granny! Iwish
1 had more time to give to her affurs  She has done so much
forme How 1s she? Docs she feel very Jon-ly ?

‘Tar from 1t A fnend came from Benares todsy  She 15 P
keeping very well, bathes thnice in the Ganges, and prays m the
temple, cooks her food, has good company A sublime
s ths friend who has brought the letter*
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Sriram thought of fus house agam and felt unhappy

They are probabl; driving naxls 1n all the walls and what has
happened to all my books and other things  He gave a Lst of
arncles he possessed and the manager said soothingly Dont
worry about all that They are all safely kept In that end
room which we have reserved for your own use

What other news ? How 1s the war

Dont talk of that smid the Chuef

How 1s everything else?

The man got up to say something but Srram interrupted
with I dont even know what year or month 1t 15

Notlung on those lines  sasd the Chuef  No politics no war

§

Sniram m the solitude of nudmight 1 his cell developed the
notion of escape  He revolved in his rmnd all the techniques of
escape that he had read or heard about  Smuggled files and rope
formed of course the staple points 1n the whole business  Scal
1ng the walls 2nd crawling through ventilators were an mevitable
feature  Hedwelton of Monte Cristo s d
1t was all very interesting and kept hus mind busy plannung His
admuration for the old prisoncrs became genwne  hus sympathues
were really wideming  He reaized how 1mposs ble 1t was to do
anything within the walls of 2 prison except what the jader
permutted  The warders seemed to ke a personal pleasure m
carrying out their duties they were incorruptible and could
not 1n any manner be mnfluenced.  And yet how did people
smuggle 1 hack-saws and things ke that? While lus hands
were busy diggang the earth or turning a wheel his mind revelled
1n dreams of filed bars and mmble zscents up dangling ropes
escapes which story end film wrters presented so shckly  This
dream became so troublesome that he could not contmn humself
any longer  Lying on s cement bed at mght he was busy weav
g a rope that would go up to the ventlator mn the 4
through which the night sky was visible, the only glmpse of &
shxmn}mg nilree vw-:rllid;1 "

only consoling thought perversely enough wes that
mr Bharstt herself was Jangushing ‘sumilarly within the
of the Old Slaughter House It was not that he wanted
1o sec her suffer but the idea of her suffening established a com
munity of interest. If he succeeded 1n escaping from the ja
ke would smuggle the tip to Bharats wherever she might be so
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that she mught chimb out of her prmison, meet lum outside 1ts
formtdable walls, and hug hum as her hero  But she mught 1nsist
upon going back to her cell, refusing to walk out of it unless they
opened the gates for her 1 a nght royal manner She mught
spurn hum for lus labour ~ She was incaiculable 1 her behaviour
She would want the sanction of Bapuy, perhaps  Bapujt would
probably applaud the proposal, 1f 1t could be proved that Sriram’s
techmique would enable all prisoners to cimb out of jals, they
would at once understand 1ts national imphcations how the
British could be dniven to desparr if they were made to realize
that their prisons could hold no one. It ught dive them mad
and male them swear, ‘Well, we will qut. We can’t hold India
nn{ longer’

t was wishful thinking on a very big scale, but that could
not be helped It was the only exatement that he could ever
comure up In his desperation he consulted the bully in Ius
cell when an opportumity occurred  One evemng he was unusually
friendly, and Sniram shipped over to lus cement bed and sat
there. " He whispered “Why don’t we all escape from thus hell

The other lmd a clammy sympathenc hand on Spram and
said, ‘It’s usual to get that fechng  But nowadays I don’t getat.
I just do my Bhajan and feel all nght.  You must also jorn us 1n
our Bhajan®

“Well, we will speak about that later  But now let us discuss
how we should escape.”

‘How? asked the other

‘You must help us  You are experienced  Have you never
escaped from a prison ?

Yes, twice, that’s why I'm domng my seven years now’

“You should not have allowed yourself to be caught.”

“Well, these things just happen, we can t helpat, sud the other
plulosophically

Snram was interested 1n the method and asked, How did you
escape ?

§ 1:,cy,’ sud the other, looking up at the ventlator  ‘We were
fustsixinacel]l Wespun out the blanket strands, rassed ourselves
on each other’s shoulders, tied up the rope, and climbed out
1t didn ¢ toke much time.  We were crossing the eholart ficlds in
about an hour No one would have found us apun, but a fellow
who had come out with us broke the Jock of 2 house on the way
and was caught.!

‘Shall we do something like that aod pet out of here ?*
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The other thought 1t over and said, “Why should I? What
have 1 to do outside ?

But I wish to get out. I cant stand this place any more
sud Snram.

If you didn t like this place, you should not have done things
tobrning youhere tharsall .adtheother  Evenif you manage
to get out, they will bring you back 1 no time, 1t’s not worth all
the trouble. You can t hide your face.

T will grow a beard.

They will pluck out your beard just to see how you look,
Thus 13 how you bring dishonour on even holy sadhus who have

1 promuse I will keep out of the way of the police

The other shook his head.  What 1s the use of going out 1f
you cant move about freely? He seemed to teke pleasure m
teasng hum and to disapprove of people who didn y appreciste
their Iife 1 Jat

Tinally Sriram took out his trump card and smd I want to
escape because a gurl I want to marry 1s out there

Where? 2sked the man ruthlessly

Stram was afrard to give the reply but he blurted 1t out before
he could hold it back. ~ She 15 1n jail too

Oh! Oh! the other cried amused. Do you mean to say
you are going to shp into her jail and ask the jailer to officuate
at your nuptials ? he asked coarsely

Snram felt angry and regretted that he had cver mentioned
us zngel to this coarse man - God knew what terrible thungs he
would ssy now He remained silent, afraid to open us mouth
And the other sud  If she 1s the kind to go to jail listen to my
advi.2, leave heralone. You can t bring up your chuldren 1 jad
There mu.t be someone to look after the house.  It's not st alt
night that both 2 man and fus wife should be the jail-gowng sort

How 1s 1t with you? Snrwm asked,

I have three wives here and there, and they run the homes in
my sbsence 1f they didn t I wouldn t hesitate to put sense wto
mhr Wh:nws the w]nzy; You mdnol gong gte‘:)d be hin: 21l your

c you are let out go and marry 2 gl I tell you
Ths )ail bird Wil be no good for you.

She 15 not & cruounal she has gone to prison on Mahatmap s

Oh! Oh! Oh' the other snecred.  Why do you dreg 1n that
great mens neme here ?
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Sniram grew annojed Somehow the mention of Bharat
secmed to Touse 1n the other the worst ideas  Sriram abruptly
rose to fus feet and went to lus bed muttening, ‘Go on and sleep
Let us not talk any morz’

‘You are afrard I shall tell the Chuef, aren’t you? the other
sneered  “If you don’t join me with gusto in our Bhayans, I will
report you to the Chief?

I m not afraid,” sard Sriram defiantly

‘Well, we will see, don’t be surpnised if they lock you up 1n a
solitary cell  You will have only the walls to talk to,” said the
other  He took a fiendish pleasure in promusing hell for
Sriram

Sriram paused for a moment and satd, I have not wronged you
Why do you hate me?

The other said sulluly, ‘I have no sympathy for those who
don’t belteve in God I don’t like fellows who speak 11l of God ?

I have not saxd & word agamst God ’ Sniram said, wondenng
at the turn the subject was tahing ~ What have I'said ?

I won’t repeat 1ty the other replied  If you don t respect
God, you will be whipped 1 jail, remember  That s my expen-
ence  You should listen to 8 man with experience, thats all’

‘I am 1n need of no advice from anyone, said Sriram haughuly

The forger turned 1 his sleep and swore, Are you gomng to
slecp or deep on talkang all mght ? A wretched place, 1t’s become
worse than the market place  No peace for a man who wants to
sleecp I wall call the guard if you fellows don t shut up at once.

In answer the bully let out a loud, challenging song 1 a
stentorian voice, cnough to wake the whole town  There was a
sound of running feet outside.  Sriram sncaked back to his bed
The guard esked through the bars, ‘What s gong on here ?*

Pcople are chattening and chattering  This has become worse
than the market place,’ said the bully from his bed

§

A friendly warder brought them the news of the outside
world *Mahatma Gandhi 1s becoming the Emperor of Indsa,’
hesmd one day ‘I heard 1t just today from « person who knows
these thinps  Some men have come by plane from Loglapd with
the proposal’

Don't be silly How can they want the Mahatma to become
the hung of Indis when they have put him in prison for fear
he may become one?’ -
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Didn t you know? It seems he 1s out of prison

I dont believe 1t

Iswear heis  They released him long ago because he was 1ll
and his wife died A woman who comes here to cut grass told
me so

Tt1s not safe to have any transaction with grass-cutting women
They will get you 1nto trouble said a veteran pnisoner

How do you know?

It 1s because I have suffered They are sirens  They wll
seduce you before you know where you are  And then you will
have trouble everywhere They dont Itke such goings-on i a

a1l

But thus 13 an old woman who cannot seduce anyone Sheisa
grandmother so don t fear

Then it s all nght Goon

Her son i3 1 the army  Her grandson sells newspapers i
the market and he tells her what goes on in the world

Every onc of the prisoners and their guards as well eagerly
crowded round him toask  What1s happening? What 1s happen
ing? Tel us

It seems that some men have come from England and they
want to make Mahatma a King

They clapped their hands 1n glee  Oh how good to hear

1

Why does 1t make you so happy?

Because 1f Mahatmap becomes the king of our country he
will not allow anyone 10 be kept 1n pnison He doesn ¢ like 1t
It’s because he 13 2 very good man. It seems the Bnush don t
like him because he says such things

“They like him now ell nght,

‘The indulgent warder looked on as the prisoners descussed
these matters among themselves while gomg through their
vanous duttes The warder didn ¢t however like the 1dez of a
prisonlessstate  Hesad How cantherebenopnsons?  There
will always be prisons whoever may become the king  This
was & ticklish technical point  The best thing was to consult
the poliical expert i ther nudst.  They turned to Sriram for
gudance

Snram was bresking the stones unmundful of what they
were saymg  He was lstenung to therr discussions but he
chose not to dusplay any enthustasm. He said, I dont know
anything about anything

144



They plied him with questions ‘Is 1t a fact or 1s 1t not a fact ?*

‘How should I know? I am in your mudst’

‘Will they release us all from prison ?

‘All? T don’t think so, they are likely to release only poliical
prisoners ’

The warder seemed reheved to hear 1t ‘Ah, you say so
Political prisoners are different There are some 1n the other
block I have heard that some of them are leaving every day
That 1s a different thuing altogether  But you are not all polincal
prisoners ’

They all sard, ‘What if we arent? We are also human beings
Why should we not be treated well too? Whatever you may
say, Mahatma Gandhi will help us Do you mean to say that
Mzhatmay will not care for us? He 1s a kind man’

Therr curiosity could not be contammed Night and day they
ssorried about 1t, untl one day s newspaper was smuggled 1n
through the good offices of the friendly warder, and put into
Sniram’s hand for perusal and explanaton  Whale hus audience
sat round him, and the guard watched over them, at the quarry
outside the jail, Snram read out to them the Datly News from
the first ine to the last It was as 1f he had been given & sudden
vision of 1 broad and active world  He read of the impending
pohitical changes, of the proposed division of India mnto Hindustan
and Pakistan, of Mahatman’s firm refusal to countenance the
proposal, of the Cabinet Mission, and the cndless amount of
tallng that was gomng on at Delhi, of death, disaster, and
convulsive changes  The greatest tnumph for Snram was that
the Bnush were defintely quittng India  He said proudly,
‘I myself wrote on all the walls “Quit India’, and you see 1t
has taken effect”

People looked at him with wonder He became a hero n
thcxr?tmdst ‘Wil they guve you some reward for all your work
now?’

He read, and this was hearteung, of the release of political
prisoners from all the jails 1n the country , but he could not hope
to come under this category  He was not classified as a pohineal
prisoner

§

The Chuef sent for Snram  His tont vees suddenly frizzldly
‘I don't know what the Government order will be about you
But we Fave recated o number of namss for relesse
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1 am glad to do 1t because 1t will reduce our pressure of work
However he said looking through the bst  your name s not on
®
Sriram s heart sank  He had a feeling that he was being kept
1 a cage when all the others were roamung the wide earth frecly
He thought unhappily that was d aganst
him It was a cruel and sadistic world  The Chief notedthe
pain 1 hes face and smd  Evidently you have not been classified
s & political prisoner  All those who have done what you have
done are under the consideration of the government If yog
dertalng an

hke you may send mn 2 rep with an
1 will forward it
What and what kung? asked Srram

You will have to gve an undertaking to report your move
ments to the police for some time 11l all the papers are scrutiized
and your classification 1s settled

Stiram thoughtitover s this a New India or are the Bnush
stll here 2

The Chief answered I cannot tell you anythung sbout 1t
That 1s poltics 1 am metely carrying on as per the rules

In 8 moment 1t flashed across Snrams mund that all the
dufficult hazardous things he had done would be set at naught
by this undertaking If he met Bharatt shed probably say

You sneak out of prison do you? You have degraded yourself
beyond descipion Get out of my sight  He told the Chuef
No I cant give any such undertzking

All nght please yourself Right dismuss The warders
tugged his biceps and he turned and walked out of the room
depressed more than ever

§

After all therc came 8 day when he went 1nto the office adjoining
his Chuef’s room a spacious office 1n which there were a number
of racks  Hewas1 dan there by hus usual warders without much
ado he handed & ship of E:pcr to 2 untformed man situng at the
table there were 2 number of others standing around hum to
cach of whom he¢ was pasung bundles of cloth  Sriram warted
patently ull tus turn came  the man took the ship from hus hand
looked himup and down andened Numbersix seven st which
on of the attendants ran up & ladder and brought out a bundle
and placed 1t on the table  The man scruunized the bundle
looked at Sriram und asked  Are these yours?  Sriram looked



at the clothes, he had been made to take them off long, long ago
and change into jml uniform. He was thniled at the sight.
He hugged them close to his breast and said, “Yes, these are
mine’

‘Wait,” said the other, snatchmg them back from his hand,

Sign here’ He held a sheet of paper, there were numerous
sheets of papers to be signed  Sriram was irked by the number
of hurdles he had to cross before going out of this hateful place
At last the man was satisfied He handed him the bundie, his
old close-collared coat, shirt, and dhots, 1n which he had been
arrested ages ago at the cremation ground

‘Change mto your own clothes now You are no longer a
prisoner

Srtiram  proceeded to strip his jail dress before everybody
Life here had toughened hum  ‘The man sad, ‘You can go
behind that shelf and undress’

When Stram emerged from belund a shelf loaded with old
discoloured bundles of papers and documents, he felt he was
back in his old shape  He rolled up hus striped shorts and jacket,
and shoved them nto a corner The man said, “You are free,
you are discharged®  Sniram stood sull unable to deade which
direction to take. Go tlus way, the door opens out,” said the
man  Snram saluted him vaguely, and muttered, Y am gomng,’
and opened the door, 1t gave on to a small yard which was closed
with a barred gate at the other end, an armed sentry paced 1n
front of it Sniram s first instinct was to turn back at the sight
of lum, but he told himself, ‘I am no longer a prisoner,’ and walked
on haughtly  The man opened the door at hus approach  He
said as Stiram passed, ‘Going out!  Very good, try not to come
bck, unless you like thus place very much

‘I hate 1t sud Snram with feching ‘I never wish to sec a
prison agun®

That 1s the nght spint,’ said the man, keepitup  He was
evidently used to uttering this formula to every outgoing pn oner

It was a sort of convocation address

When the barred gate closed behind him Sriram could hardly
believe that he was free He felt weak and faint, and inexplicably
unhappy The memory of his cellmates who had become sullen
and gloomy when 1t became known that he would be Jeaving
ws panful

The bully had said, “You arc a selfish sort. I don't like o
type” 5
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‘The forger sard, If you can be released why not we? Tell
‘Mahatmays that we want to come out.

Another one said  If you become g big minuster or some such
thing don t forget me.

‘The bully had added When I am released I will break imnto
your house some mght and teach you good sense  Idon tlike
selfish fellows bike you.

‘The warders had trooped belund um for nps There was
a Little money that had accumulated as his wages whuch the Jad
Accountant had handed over to lum and hus old warders followed
him muttermng  We have been together so long T would like
you to remember us  This 15 my chuld s buthday  Give me
something to remember you by ~ We cannot come beyond this
block and please give anything you Like.  “We have looked after
you all these months

Srirem gave 2 rupee to each of the crowd that followed um
amportuning and that took away fifty per cent of lus carnings
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PART FIVE

HE walked on as i a dream It was difficult for him to move
about without a guard following him, and without being told
where he should go He found the evemung light dazzled lus
eyes, the wide open spaces were oppressive  He turned back to
cast a look at the bwilding which he had occupied for years now
It Jooked 1n xts slate-grey colour an 1nnocent enough bulding,
but what a tyrannical world 1t had contained a fellow could not
do anything he wanted, even the calls of nature had tc be answered
as per regulations'! The jail was outside the town limuts at the
Trunk Road end  He had never gone so far before, he had been
l}:vmg all along on the Trichy Trunk Road, not knowing where

e was

He walked down the road towards the town, wondenng where
he should go now A few buses passed lum  He hoped people
would not recogmze him  There was a policeman situng 1n one
of the buses and Sniram turned msunctively away from the direct
line of hus vision He walked on along the edge of the road
‘This 1s an independent India into which I am wallung now,
he reflected  What was the sign that 1t was independent? He
looked gbout him  The trees were as usual, the road was not 1n
the Jeast improved, and policeman still rode on the footboard of
highway buses He felt ured and hungry He had not more
than a few rupees left after the warders had bad theirr clam  He
wished that some sort of transport was provided for prisoners let
out of jail 1t was very snconsiderate, evgn 1n 2 free India to have
to face thus! He hoped that some day they would make him a
munuster and then he would open a canteen, and place station-
weggons at the disposal of prisoners at the jul gate so that those
that came out might not feel so lost
It was dusk when he got imto the Market Road Nobody

seermed to notice him  Here and there he saw bwildings hung
with the Tri~colour flags, the cFarka in the muddle  He saw that
there was less traffic than formerly  Shops were Iit and cronded
as ever  He felt & pang of disappointment  He had a gnawinp
hunger inside him  There were sull a few rupees i his pocket,
hard-carned, Iiterally earned by the sweat of his brow F{z put
tus hand 1nto his pocket and pngled the comns, and remembered
the axe he had wiclded, and all the undreamt of tasks that he had
performed  He had o feehing of prde at the thourhe of all he
had camed by his hard labour no one could «av that he was one :
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who lived on the fat of the land  Even lus granny could feel
proud of huis achievement and ability  He sat on the beach of &
small park that had been formed st the traffic yunction of New
Extension and the Market Road  He sat there 1n order to think
clearly how he ought to manage There was no use trying to
settle things while walking  This was a free country 2nd no one
was gomg to demand why he sat there and not somewhere else
Tt was difficult to get used to the :dea 1t was a Juxurious 1dea
worth brooding over  But he felt startled again and again as he
realized 1 a habitual way that he was exposing himself to the
public gaze too much and thathe rghthave to ship mto hus hiding.
swfily  Sttung there on the cement bench beside a potted fern
he told himself Imfree  No one can come after menow  No
one will bother whether I have a clean shaven face or a hary
one  He felt hurt at first that the pedestrians went by wihout
noticine him and the traffic without pausing to say Hallo
hero! But he oon realized the blessedness of being left alone
after all the years of being hunted and looked for everywhere
He realized that hus first business was to eat something  He
could do the clear thinking while sitting on a hote! charr mstead
of a park bench  He got up and mosed briskly off down the
road the first hotel that showed itself 1n sparkling bulbs was Sn
Rnshoa Vilss  Hetwrnedin - Most of the tables were empty
Tt was long past the rush hour  He sat at a marbel topped table
and waited for someone to come and ask what he wanted A
man sat at the exit on a raised seat with a cash box  The waiing
boys werc all 1n 2 group chattering among themselves  They
dontcare Snram told humself I supposc I look like a gutter
rat  They will dmve me out  He looked around hum, He
recopruzed one of the waters he used to come here often
other days
Hey Mam! he called and the waiter turned.  Come here
te commanded
The other came up  He recognuzed Sniram and cned “Why
1ts you! Where have you been all these years su? Its e
leng time since we saw you.
I was away on business  Give me something good to eat
Attheword good’ the boy puckered s face 1n worry
There 13 nothing very good now sir_what with the present
difficulry of g tung nce and any pure food Qur government
do not do anything about it yet. Do you know how ha.d st 13 to
pet any fry g od? Most of 1ts adalterated stuff 1 tell you
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He started on a long narrative about the food situation 1n the
country, the food shortage, the post-war confusion,and the
vanous difficulnes and hardships that people experienced
All this was a revelation 1t was the first report that Sriram was
getting of the contemporary world  But he had no patence to
Iisten to too much of 1t

‘What have you?

The boy cast a brief look at the shelf on which trays of edibles
zver; on display and started, ‘Kara sev, vada:, and potato

onda

Sriram said sharply, ‘I can see all that from here I want to
Lnow if you have anything fresh inside, on the oven, somettung
more sobd’ The thought of :dh, soft and hight, and of dosas,
was alluning It seemed as if he had tasted them 1 a previous
birth  While he spoke he was racked with the thought that he
had probably lost the necessary 1diom to get on with ordinary folk
Perhape he only had the ability to talk to jalmates He said,
‘Sometiung very g—' he avoided the word good lest 1t should
start the other off analysing the world situation He sad, I
want somethung heavy, just made, I am very hungn *

‘There s nothung nside, sit This 1s closing hour, and the
kutchen department 1s the first to shutup  While our proprietor
wants #¢ to work tall ten, those who sit at the fireside—o

Stram lost hus patience  He didn’t want to spend the
rest of the everung hstening to shop-wlk  He said sharply,
‘All nght, all nght, get me som-thung, anything to eat, now run
and get me coffee, good coffee,’ and he felt sorry that he had again
blundered into the word, for the boy began to say somsthing
about the difficulties of making good coffee mulk-supply difficule-
125, the sugar racket, and the general avarice of bl.ck marketeers
of various kunds ~ Sriram didn ¢ know what to do He lost hus
patience completely, Why do you tell me all that?

Because 1t 1s so

‘All night,’ he said eallously, ‘I m hungry, if you are gomng
to g1ve me anything loot sharp  If vou stand bere and wll, I
shall get up and go away *

‘What shall T give you, si=¢  the bo  asked offic.lly for the
first tme giving an mmp-ession that he was o1 dugy

Two sweets, one savoury and a large quanuty of hot coTes,
commanded Stiram  This was the first tume 1 mans months
he was able to order anyonc about  He ws surprissd ot i onm
10 ¢z, Almo-t feanng that som-ones would s.y thathe was to be
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putnto solutary confinement  Butit worked  The boy ran off’
with alaceity and imerest

He felt elated after hus uffin and after chewing a betel leaf and
nut he felt as 1f he were back in the times when there was 1o war
1o polincal struggle of any kind - He was lumself grandson of &
grand old lady with no worries mn hfe shurthing between a free
reading room the market place and hanm s shop iving 1n a world
with well defined bound: with set no surp
or wortiee  everything calculsble and capable of anticipa
uon

He hurned on to Kabir Street It was a fine home-coming
Tt was even o clock but as usual children were playing n the
streets and the space 1n front of every house was washed and
decorated with wiute flour  Why could he not have lived like
these folk without wornes of any kind or any extra adventures
there seemed 10 be & quiet charm in a ife verging on stagnation
and no change of any kind  The lights were on in most of the
houses  He ran down the street with lus eyes wide open He
stopped 1n front of hus house  He looked through the doorwav
Some strangers were moving sbout  He felt angry and cheated
‘What i ht had they 1o usurp us place ? Some unknown chuldren
were chasing each other 1n the front hall under the lamp~—that
old lamp where the old Jady bad tanght lum so many things 1n
Iifel He wanted to tun up and steps the tell the cluldren

You can t run around here 1 canstop you If Iwantto  They

were probably knocking holes 1n the wall banging the doors and
shutters leaving wreckage belund for hum to occupy when the

tme came
He turned round to see Kanni and talk to hum  But the shop
had gone the portrat of Mans Theresa was no fonger there to
brighten up the surroundings  In Kanmi s place a new cement
steuctute rose without windows probably & godown, He felt
gnmed and cheated spain e walked up and down the rosd
lhonchcf s nv;hbeb\;rs‘hsnw hém Hzl;aw 2 few of them m
e houses sitting e window reading an evenung paper~-
comfortable folk. He felt hke gowng up and mlhng;t?lhtm
but they’d probably reprimand hum for vanous lapses and he also
felt dsffident about hus ability to talk to anyone!  He was obsessed
with the thought that b had loat the thiom of communication
these people  The street remmned very much unchanged
since he 82w 1t last—only Kanm 3 shop wus gone and there s
10 one of whom ke could enquire
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Suddenly he felt that he had nowhere to go that mght In the
prison at least, one had been assured of a place of retirement for
the might

§

The photographer’s establishment was brightly lit, and threw
on the road all the illumination the place had It was a
lowroofed shop with the usual glass front stuck with a varety
of enlarged portraits of children, pretty girls and important men

There was no one 1n the front parlour with its corr carpet
and a small stool with a decorauve potted plant on it  There
was no sign of any one hiving there  Smiram stepped into the
next room, which was also empty He cleared his throat and
made sounds with his feet 1n order to indicate hus presence

Who 15 there?’ came the call It was the photographer’s
voice

Srtram replied A jad bied?

He felt happy that after all there was someone known to hum to
meetinthis world  The other came out of the innermost chamber
and advanced, trying to find out the idennty of the visitor  He
had evidently been working close to a light and could not see
clearly When he came near enough, he cned, ‘You! When
were you released® What a pity I didn’t know I was wonder-
g what you had done with yourself Where were you? They
would not tell us where you were If I had known you were
coming out today, I'd have arranged & grand recepuon for you
at the jal gate with flowers and garlands  The trouble 1s that
things are sull disorgamized  But I blame no one  Ours 1s an
infant state, still 2 baby, many things are sull to be done, we must
be happy that we are our own rulers and no foreign nation rules
overus  We must be happy that things are bang done and not
spend the ume finding fault with anyone’

‘Rather, we must rejoice that its our own people that are
blundening, 1sn t that so ?* Sniram asked, some of his wrresponsible
spint returning

‘Fancy Nehru and Patel and the rest situng there where there
were haughty Viceroys before  Dida ¢ Churchull call Mahatmay
“The Naked Talar'? The ‘Naked Takir 1s everything now,
thuinkofit  * Hewasexated *There are bound to be mistakes,
bound to be blunders everswhere, but we must not make much
of them® He was widely incoherent and happy  ‘If you had been
out of jal, you would have been garlanded and carned 1 a
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procession on Independence Day What a pity you mussed
it It wes a grand affur

Jagadish seated Stiram on a large sofa put a mughty album on
hislap took aseat by his side and turned 1ts leaves  Heremarked
As a photographer Iam proud of this  Future generations can
pever blame me for bemng neglectful I have done my best
Here 15 2 complete hustory of our struggle and the final Independ
ence Day Celebration  He had put vanous pictures of humself
1nta the glbum subscribing tumself as a humble soldier There
wete even photographs of the rumed temmple where Sriram had
lived and worked The photographer had entitled 1t One
of the secret beadquarters of the Independ, Army  Sniram
looked through the album which m effect was a documentary
of the independence movement

Jagadish had even stuck in photographs of jals and ther
exteriors  He had pictures of barbed wire entanglements It
was 8 completely romanuc picture Nor could he be sad to
suffer from modesty 1n any way He was the chief architect of
Independent India the chief operator in ¢jecting the British
He had included everal pictures of Malgudi swreet scenes
Flags flew from every doorway and shop crowds were moving
procession with people singing and playing musical ipstruments
Flowers everywhete  Great masses of men moving down the
toads  Jagadish looked at the scenes with great pnide  He felt
he had striven to give people a good time and had suceeeded.
Hesad After all what do I get for all the trouble I took and the
1isks T ran? Are they poing to make me the Mimster of this
and that? Not & chance sit there are others waiung for the
prvilege  Evenif I stand for an elecuion who will know who I
am? Wil the parhamentary board choose me as their candidate ?
Not & chance sir that 1s the reason why 1 have held fast to my
camera and studio all through my vanousactiviies  Nobody
cen take it away  There was a tone of regret in s vorce which
Sniram d&id not understand

Afterall asyousmdnow weaeansnfantnation  The word
was very convinciog it had a homely and agreeable sound
nobody need worry what 1t meant or why 1t was mentioned

*True true suid the pt Im not L or
grumbling  What 1 have done 1 have done with the utmost
sausfacuon T am not worred about st at all What Isayss I
):lnlv got these photographs to record all that ve have done thats
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There were hundreds of pictures to wade through  Sriram
began to turn the leaves fast He felt bored They were
monotonous to see More and more processions More and
more people Flags Pictures carried mn the procession of
national leaders and others, and more and more people  There
was a sameness about the whole thing he simply could notstand
any more He briskly turned the leaves of the album and came
10 the last page of the sequence in which Jagadish was scen
hossting the flag at some public gathering ~ Stiram put away the
album and asked, ‘How did you manage to photograph yourself?

‘Ah, a pertmnent question, who could photograph the photo-
grapher? Guess how 1t was donc Do you imagine I attached
a camera to my back to follow me and take the pictures ?°

“Posstbly, possibly,’ sad Sriram, losing mterest 1n the whole
queston  He didnt want to look at any more pictures orhear
about them The sight of the Independence Day Celebrauons
irtated lum  He almost said, “If only I had known that people
would reduce 1t all to this I didn t go about mscnbing “Quit”
and overturning trams just to provide a photographer with
matental for lus album ’  He decided that he wouldn t look at any
more pictures

The photographer smd, ‘I have threc more albums  They
Present another phase of our struggle >  He attempted to reach
them down from a shelf

Snram held his hand, saying, No,notnow Ihaveaheadache
Iwon t loo} at any more prctures*  He was ternfied at the pros-
pect of having to Jook through more crowds, flags, and assemblies

The photographer smd  Good photographs are a sure remedy
for headache  ‘Thats what an Amencan scienust has recently
found out’

Sriram sud defensiely, Iwill examine them rgam tomorrow *

Very well  You know what my greatest regret is » He
paused to gnve lum ume to guess, and added, That I havent
aanc amerr  Ifonly Thad hadone 1 d Lave shown vou all the
stenes you have mussed as af you were seeing them before your
¢yes  Thats tte stuff I I had charged s much as other
photographe=s, 1d hae had the bigge t movie camera there 1.
But oh, thus troablesome consaience w 1ith whuch some of us are
burdened!

Snram felt disappomnted with the man he hed Jooked so
imposing as an underpround worker <o prece ard clear Fesded
and purposeful  Now he ccered woolly he.ded erd vapue The
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atmosphere of peace did not suit hus nature  Sniram wondered
for a moment why he had ever carried out his orders at all
He was disappounted that the other showed $6 little interest 1n hus
own jal existence  Stiram asked Did the police get you?

Me! Oh no! How could they? They didnt <now my
whereabouts It was possible for me to evade them completely T
lived after you left 1n that temple didn t you see 1t 1n the first
picture?  Didn ¢ you notice how X labelled 16?7 He again tried
1o reach out for the album

Sriram said hastly  Yes yes quite nght It wes very apt
although he could not cleaxl);lx;cmllcct ‘what 1t was

VA ded “the ph

P there was no
occaston for the police to get me My grandmother did not
start dymg at & wrong moment I 1t hada t been for your grand
mother you would not have gone to jail at all

Sriram said nothing mn reply  This was & subject which he did
not wish to brood over  He had a hope they mught have some-
thung to talk about 1t common some duversion from the photo~
graphs He asked pomnt blank Where 15 Bharau? Did she
come out of jail ?

Oh yes Iwas wondering why you hadn t asked anythung about
her I'thought pethaps you had forgotten her!

No mnever! Not even for a moment! cred Snrany
passionately  Have you seen her?

Of course, said the photographer 1 a tone which made
Snram anxious and jealous e hie had been having socal
1ntercourse with homicides she seemed to have come out of
prnison been recaived and gatlanded by the photographer and his
ftiends and probably they had ell had a good ime  She must
have wondered why he was not there!  He hoped that the others
had had st least the goodness to remund her that he was stil 1n

aul
Did you recaave her at the prison? he asked suddenly
We should have but it was impossible to mest her  She was
10 one of the eatliest batches to be released and she immedsately
took the train that very evening for Noakhali
oakhali what 13 her business there? Where 3s 1t?  His

geography was poor
The p pher 1gnored the iphucal question and saxd
Are you sware of what has been going on 1 Bast Bengal?
Hindus versus Mushmy  They are killmg esch other  Are
snything ?

you not aware of
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‘Now How could I be® said Smram ‘I was not kept in a
municpal reading room or the public ibrary I m not aware of
anythung or of what you are tallung about

‘Whole villages have been burnt mn inter-communal fights
Thousands of people have been killed, bereaved, dispossessed,
demented, crushed?

‘Who 15 doing what and why?

‘Don’t ask all that I am a man without any communal
notions and I don’t Like to talk about 1t  Somebody 1s kullng
somebody else  Thatisall I care to know  Lafe 1s at a standsull
and Mshatmay: 1s there on a mission of peace He 15 wallung
through villages, telling people not to run sway, to be brave, to
do this and that He 15 actually malung the lion and the lamb
cat off the same plate  And Bharati seems to have had a call?

Stiram was seized with cold fear This was 2 new tum of
events for which he had not bargamed at all Noahhals,
Calcutta, Bengal, what was the meamng of 1t? What did shg
mean by going so far away from lum? Did she do 1t by design
Dud she try to make good her escape before he could come out of
prison?

'Xhat 1clhd she mean by g;)mg a\:ayd? ¢ the question

¢ photographer sim ughed at the
‘Cotﬂ%n’t sghr:l;mvc corgeyand scen me 1n prison?  She must
hav}g Lm;wn Iwasin pr}:]son? N
‘How? asked the photographer
‘By enquinng, thatfs all, E,;( 1s ssmple,’ sard Snram with f;clx}r:g
He saud, *Probably she has no thought of me Perhaps she has

forgotten mpletely!
hgﬁdsl?gcg:mg :cngus on sceing his gloom Dont_: lc}t‘ all
that disturb you so much  Were you rt?x?}hnbgu?fo};rl Sz
e began to <8y sor:]cnﬂcxénfﬂxct;t aﬁd’bcgnn to sob  The

the om
Ph°;;gad;i1:f i;x;:xc:;dﬁxsrbad and said, }\‘Vgn; lgsnfg&p::;fon;‘;
that you feel so bad about 1t? Sniram had no
sobbing  The photographer said,
u‘z;:p aI,)-c ?"1’;’“&?; ;‘;i : ;:Ou done to keep 1n touch with her ¢
“What :1! 00 mean? What could I do, chaired and caped ?
‘Nov N on';’:gan What arc you gong 10 do about it now ?
No“o;o’u are not chuned or caged T hat are you poing to do
sbout ut? thousands of mmules from me, Snrarm wailed

*She 1s <o far away,
¢ hoakhah was vers di s binre
The thought o e ‘ ”,.-/
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But there 1s such a thing as a postal service  You dont
have to employ a special runner to carry your mails ' Why don t
you wrtte to her?

Will you see the letter addressed and despatched properly ?

Ipromise Giverttome I will send 1t off

This brought a ray of hope to Snram  He suddenly asked
‘What should I write to her ?

Hm thats a thing T cant tell you  Each man has hus own
style 1n these matters

It was clear that his mind was in a complete fog  To think
or plan cleatly was beyond hum  Prison hfe showed 1ts damage
only now

The photographer took pity on lum  He said  Pleasc rest &
while Close your eyes and relax  He went to & small table
and took out a pen and a sheet of paper and started writing
The traffic on the road outside had ceased

Dont you wish to close your shop? Sriram asked

Don tlet that bother you I can look after myself 1 m not
much good at wnnng this sort of suff Anyway I will try
Meanwhile shut your eyes and switch off your thoughts if you

can

He sat and furthfully wrote a long letter which began

MY Darting —Who keeps shpping away like thist T mught
aswellbeinjal. Butmpad grs cutP :f ‘st—there 15 only one thought
mmy mund thats you 1 have been thinking of you mght and
day and not all the jal regulauons could prevent me from
thinking of you And today I came out of the prison and my
good friend Jagadish (be 15 a very fine man Iet me say) told me
aboutyou The prison bars kept me away from you so long and
now all the miles between here and there but thatis of no
consequence  Thus distance s no dustanceforme  May I come
ead join you because I will gnsg end die Iike 2 stranded fish
unless I see you and talk to you? Give me your apswer 1n the
quickest ume possible

Jagadush gotso lost in wniting the letter that he forgot what tume
he was taking and Snram began dozing in hus seat and snoring
gently  Jegadish Jooked at him and hesitated for a moment  He
put the Jetter under 2 paper weight and wrote a covenng note
If approved thus letter may be signed and sent first thing in the
morning though preferably stshould be copied 1n i our own hand
He got up and shut the front door of the shop  He switched off
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the hight, and went into his hving apartments, softl;

door bch,mdlum & ap > sofly closing the
Ten days of anxious, desperate waiting, and then Snram

recerved a Jetter

‘Happy to hear from you Come to Dellu  Bula House at
New Delhy, if you can  Our programme 15 unsettled We are
gong to Bihar with Bapu, where there 15 trouble. There 15
much to tell you  We shall be in Delhi on x4th January  After
that come any time you like  We shall be happy to meet you

§ BHARATI®

The Grand Trunk Express in the end arnved at New Dellu
stanon  Sriram struggled to reach a window in order to have
the first ghmpse of Bharatt  The men near the window wonld
pot let him near 1t It was no use speaking to them  they seemed
to live m a different world He spoke Tamul and English, and
they understood Hindl, Hundustami, Urdu or whatever 1t mught
be He could now reahze the sigmficance of Bharati s msistence
that he should learn Hind:t  Just to please her he had looked
through readers and primers, but that took him nowhere He
had been ssolated for the last thirty-six hours He had sat
brooding, jal Iife had traned um to keep his own company
His greatest trial had been when 1wo men appeared suddenly
from somewhere when the train was 1n motion, and scrutinized
all the people 1 the compartment, when they cmme to hum,
they stopped 10 front of um and sshed hum 2 question  He
could catch only the words Mister’ and ‘Hindu® with a lot of
other things thrown 1 They serc rowdy-looking men. He
said sometung 1n his broken Hinds, and Tamul and Englsh,
which seemed to make no umpression on them, They came
menacngly close to lum_peenng at Ius face, Sriram was geting
ready to fight 10 self-defence  He sprang up and demanded 1n
the language that came UPPerTost, What do you mean, 21l of
you stanng at me fike thus?  As he rose, oncof the two pulled
tus enr lobe for a closc scruting, saw the puncture 1n 1t mzde n
childhood and let go, muttenng Hinda' They loct inferest
gnd moved off  After they were pone 8 preat tension relaxed
i the compartment Someone  started  explumng, end
after a deal of effort 1n a vanery of lanpuapes, Snram
understood that the wtruders were men looking for Mulims 1n
the compargment 1f Muslims were found they would be thrown
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out of the moving tramn _an echo of the fighting going on 10 other
parts of the country  Sriram lapsed 1nto silence for the rest of
the journey
It was & most uncomfortable journey he was crushed could
not find the space even to stretch hus length or swing his arm
people came crowding 1n and sat on lum  Sometimes he could
not even extricate his legs  When he felt sleepy he leaned lus
head back on the window or on the shoulder of a total stranger
When he felt hungry he called to someone selling tea outside
and drankit.  He could not get coffec  The people here seemed
strange men who could swallow the very sweet jilebs and wash 1t
down with bitter tea the very first thing in the day tlus only
confirmed hus foeling that he was mn a strange fantastic world
He yearned for coffee Ius favounte lLike a true South Indian
but coffee could not be had here  He had to content humself by
dreamung of 1t as he used to doin jad  In fact this seemed only
an extension of prison Lfe this hfe 1n a crowded conjested
withalot of He felt more uncomfortable
here than he had felt m the prison  There at least he could say
something or hear somethung from others Lip but here the human
voice conveyed nothing but jabber  The compartment was full
of people who smoked beeds and filled the arr with it spaton the
floor without a second thought and the closet was pearly always
maccessible  He managed by jumping out of the tramn when
the tran halted and rushing back to the tratn when it whistled
At ten-thirty or eleven on some day or other the tramn came to
New Delln.  Nat Dhckels people mn the compartment cried
and bustled gbout,  He tnied to run to the window or door to
catch @ ghmpse of Bharat _ She had wnitten promusing to meet
hum at the station He felt ashamed of his appearance he
combed back his harr with hus fingers 1t was dishevelled and
standing onend  He knew he was gnmy gnsly and unsightly
He wished he could tidy tumself up before Bharau set eyes on
tum after #ll these years  He caught a ghmpse of her through a
number of heads and shoulders jammed at the window and
his aoxsety he pushed and bumped into people rudely and the
train moved past before comng to a halt,” He saw her standing
ganng earnestly at the window  For a brief sccond he caught &
glimpse of her figure and lus heart sank.  He wished he could
mprove hus appearance before facing her  He wished he could
skulk sway with the crowd and see her later He had great
musgavings a3 to what she mught think of hum 1f she saw him n ks
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present state  But even 1n that desperate state, he knew, by his
expenence in the tramn itself, that he could never ask hus way again
and go mn search of her  She mght be lost to hum for ever

When he got down from the train, carrying a roll of bedding
and a trunk, Bharati s searching eye picked him out tn the crowd
She waved her arms and came running to um  She gnpped his
hands and said, Oh, how good to see you again’ and in that tone
of spontaneous affection Smram lost himself, forgot his own
appearance and grimuness, and acqured self-confidence He
looked her up and down, and cnied, “You look lite a North Indian,
yourself You look lihe a Punjabi I hope you understand our
language’

She tool charge of lim immediately She picked up hus
bedding and said, ‘You carry your trunk’ Hc snatched the
bedding from her hand, and took the load on his own shoulder
She said, Don’t be silly  You havent four arms, remember?
And she snatched back the bed from lis hands ~ Sriram lost lus
bewslderment  The proximuty of Bharau gave him a sense of
homeliness It was as if he were back 1n Malgudi with her
He didn’t nouce the strange surroundings, the strange avenues,
and buwldings, the too broad roads, the exotic men and women,
and the strange shops they were passing  He had no time to
notice anything His attention was concentrated on Bharau
She loohed darker, and more tired, but her tresses were as bl.ch
as ever  She looked ured, as 1f she had undermounshed herself
He could not get over the novelty of mecung her again - He wa.
always on the point of disbelieving what he saw and felt Perhaps,
he was gomng through a fantestic dream  Perhaps he was dead
Or dreaming from his confinement  Yor the first ume these
many months and years he had a free and happy mund, a mund
without fricuon and sorrow of any hind  No hankenng for a
future or regret for a past  This was the first ime 0 hus bfe that
he was completely at peace with lumself, sausfied profoundly
with existence uself The sery fact that one was breathing,
feeling, and seeing, seemed sufficient matter for satisfacuon now
She Lept looking at lum and esked, When did they release vou ¢

He gnve o summary of lus jail existence and & resum- of all
that hod happened to hum since she san him last  The torza
rin smoothly  The extreme sympathy with which she hstered
to hus story pleased um greatls It gave st atouch o importance
As he spoke, he was impresced with bis own do nrs  He was
o7 the pornt of askinp lumself  Am I the ore who t2s done
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thus or 15 it someonc ¢lse?  He was filled with a sense of extreme
herosm. 1 pever thought 1 could put up with all ths sort of
wouble 1 was very keen that the man in the street—— he
began and puffed with hus own importance The lstener
Bharau gave hus whole life a new meaning and a new dimension
When they arnved at a colonv of huts somewhere 1n New Delly
e was completely sansfied with all the things he had done1n hus bife

15 my present headquariers  Bharati explained  She
had taken hum to her own hut Yes this s my home  There
was # spinung wheel at one cotner and her clothes hung on a
rope ued across the doorway

After 3l she 1s gomng 10 be my wife thars why she doesnt
mund my staying with her  he reflected

Shesmd Youwill haveyour room ready in about an hour
tll then you may rest here There s another block where
you may wash yourself Make yoursclf comfortable  As she
was speaking a group of chuldren came runming 1 crying Mo
Mot—— z2nd they suid something that Sniram could not makeout
1 hey came and surrounded Bharau and dragged her by her hand
She stopped and said something to them 10 therr own Ianguage
They 1;\)2‘: her and went away

Who arc they ? asked Srrram with & touch of jealousy

Children thats all we know sbout them she sard

Where do they belong?

Here at the moment  she said and added  They are refugee
children we dont know anything morc sbout them [ wilf
e back 1o about an hour  Make yourself comfortable  And
she went away

She wss gone 8 Jong while By the time she returned he had
explored the surroundings  Hehad discovered the bathroom and
the tap and washed and udied tumself  He went back to her
hut and spent & Jong ume combing back his hair and studying

1 the mirrot 1n order to deade whether he was worthy of
Bharsi  Bharatis kindness had revtored fus confidence in
tumself  He had never hoped that she would treat um with
such warmth and kindness ~ The years that had separated them
did not seem to make the shghtest difference 1t was 21 of they
had separated only an hour ago 41l the moments of Joneliness znd

ng ead boredom that had made Lfe s hell for hum withi
the {ast few yeass were gone a3 of they had not exisied

He 137 one of het sans hangng up 2 white one with yellow
spots It was of course made of khads hand spun the rope
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sank under its weight He pulled 1t down to take 1t 1n hus hands
and gauge 1ts weight, reflecung, ‘She ought to wear finery,
poor gl Iwallgive hereverything  Hetookitin his hand and
weighed 1t, 1t seems to weigh twenty pounds  He stretched it
and held 1t before his eyes, ‘It’s Iihe a metal sheet She must
feel stuffy under 1t I can’t see any light through 1t He
rolled 1t up and pressed 1t to his breast It had a famnt aroma of
sandalwood which pleased him It has the fragrance of her
own body,” he reflected, closing his eyes  As he sat there the
door opened and Bharat: stood before lum

‘What are you domng with my sann? she asked in surprise
‘Onewould think that you were trying to wear 1, she said with a
laugh  Snram reddencd, and put st hastily away

‘It does not try to ward me off,” he said, when I take 1t to my
heart’

‘Hush! she cried  Don'’t try to be silly  We are all very
serious people here, remember 1 see you have tidied yourself
up Ifyou have any clothes for washing, give them to me”’

Sniram handed her a small roll that he had brought back from
his baltlhroom “They arc terribly sorled,” he murmured apolo-
getica

She énatchcd the bundle from his hands and went out  He
reflected, ‘She 1s almost my wife, she is doing what a wafe would
do, good grl!  God bless her  If I tic a thalt around her neck
somehow, when she s asleep, things will be all nghe?

She returned 1in & moment saying, Your clothes wall come to
youan the eveming  Here 1n this camp everyone 1s expected to
wash his or her own clothes and not employ others to do the job,
but you are new and I have got a dhofr to wush for you as an
exception  Are you hungry ?

Lxteemely,’ he smd T am longing for something to cat’

I don t know what you mean by something * she smd  You
can ¢ expect all our South Indun stuff  Itis months and months
since I tasted anything Bhe that You will have to learn to eat
ckappan, and vcepetable and curd and frurt and not ask for rice or
sarbrr She led him 1o 2 shack where xome people were eating
ard cluldren were sitting with plates befo ¢ them  There were
two platters Ind for he and Snram side by «de This 15 how
husbands and wives sit together,” Snram reflected as Fe sat beside
her and tned to work his v as throug wheot clappans He
lonped fo the taste of the puncent South Indian food and s
«auoes nd vepetables, but he suppresecd the thousht  Jul hife
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had traned hum to eat anything offered lum Y am really stil
suajyal he refleced

She was extremely busy alt through the day  She sccmed to
have ntmerous thungs t0 do  She was always attending on
children changiog one s dress combing anothier s hair engaging
another group 1o dance or play and contnuously talking to them
besides this she had a great deal to say to a Jot of muscellaneous
men and women who came 1n search of her  Hers was a full
time occupation  She gave the cluldren a wash fed them put
them to slecp on mats 1 varous shed  drew their blankets over
them said somethung to each one of them snd finally came back
0 her own room sat down on her cot and strerched her arms
Sriram followed her about for hours but could not get 1n 2 word
of lus own  He tned to stufe at the chuldren thinking thar that
nught please Bharati but she hardly noticed lus presence when
she was with them It mfunated lam  After 2 time he tirmed
onhys heels and went back tQ tus hut It was furmshed with &
rope cot and & mat and had nio door  There was a commeon bath
at the end of the alley which he shared with a number of others
He had felt indignant when he was transferred here It seemed
to dash tus hopes ta the graund  Did she put me 1n here in
order 10 get nd of me? he reflected  Was 3t because 1 picked
up her sported sart? 1 ¥ had not done so she would probatilv
have 1 t me sleep 1n the same room [ have probably destroyed
her trust  He teflected ruefully  Trust! Who wants her
trust! Y only want her

He had swatched on the bght and was siung on hus bed
The entrance darkened  The Jow soof of the hur made at stuffy
although 1t kept the place warm 1 winter  She came 1n beanog
hus clothes which he had given her for washing  Situng an hus
hut Sriram had been sezed sgun with the feehn,, that he was
a4l cooped up 11 & ccll My jml seems to be on my back
alttheume hegeflected  The fatigue of the journey had begun
1o aff~ct hum, the intense cold air and the gloomy and novel
surroundings deptessed jum and made hum feel unhappy—a
gloom and unhappiness without any cause Th'r: brief spurt of

Ly ¢ ha, i3

Bharet put fus clothes on us bed and said  Are you com
fortable?

Yes and no I feel happy when you sre with me and
tuscrable when you go away  She Jooked at tum startled
He conunued oot you sit down hered 2od he made & space
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for her She sat down He moved close to her, and lad his
arm on her shoulder

She said, Not yet,” and gently pushed away his arm  “What
a strange man'’ she cied  You have not changed at all.’

He sat away from her and asked, ‘Am I sull an untouchable?

She sad, “Bapup alone can deade.’

Hasc you spoken to him about 1t >

Yes, more than once, but he has not given an answer yet.”
She sat with bowed head when she sad 1t, her voice was low
She looked subdued

There was an uncasy silence for 2 while, then he asked, “Why ?
Docesn’t he want us to marry ?

It may not be that,’ she smd  ‘But he really did not have
the ttme to give 1t a thought, there were other things to do?

It was a relief for hum to know that Bapup was not aganst
the notion of their marrying, but 1t wes not enough  He held
his breath and listened without speaking  He had a fear that
his shightest word mught sporl everything  This was an occasion
for specch 1n the most dehicate of whispers  Anything more harsh
mght destroy the whole fabne.  He wanted to be on hus guard.
He wanted to do nothing that mught scare her and take her away
from him, nothing that might make fnntless all the thousands of
tmules he had come  So he refraned from speaking  He wanted
to shout at her and demand if 1t was only for thrs that she had
wanted hum to come all that way, he wanted to tell her that he
regretted ever having set eyes on her He wanted to threaten
her that he would seize her by foree and carry her back to South

In

‘More than anythmng else,” she said, ‘the thing that pans
Mahatmayt now 1s the suffenng of women. So many of them
have been nuned, so many of them have lost their Fonour, thear
home, therr chuldren, and the number of women who are mussinp
cannot be counted  Thev have been abducted camed away by
ruffians, ravished or klled or perhaps have even destroved
themselves*  Sheappeared to be on the pomnt of b e2lang dov
at the thourht,

Snram felt he must say som~thing tin svmpathy  *Why do
these thinps happen?  And he felt ashamed of the utter 112n
of hus question  She didn € no 1ce hus quesuon, but just went oa
sperhang

‘On the 15th 0 Avgust when the whole cour v sas jubilert
ard pathered heme to teke part in the Independence Dy

1£5



do you kiow where Bapu was?  In Calcutta whese $resh nots
had started  Bapu sard hu, place was where people were suffenng
and not whete they were celebruting  He sard that of a country
cannat give secunty to women and children it's not worth living
. He sad 1t would be worth dying sf that would make hus
philosophy better undetstood He walked through willages
barefooton fus mission  Wefollowedim  Each day we walked
five mules through floods and fields suently He walked with
bowed head alt through those swamps of Fast Bengal We
stopped for & day or two 1a cach vilage and he spoke to those
who had lost their homes property waves and children  He
spoke kuodiv to those who had perpetrated crimes~he wept for
them and they swore never to do such thungs agan I have
seen with my own cyes aggressive rowdy looking men taking
2 vow of non violence and 8 vow to protect the opposite faction—~
don t ask what communsty they werc what one community did
1 onc part of the country brought suffening on the same
community 1 another part of the country I have seen what hay
happened bath at Noakhals and Bihar and then at Delln  How
can one choose?  Fluman beings have donearrpossible things to
other human bewngs  Its no wse discussing whether thu
community comustted greater harrors or the other one  Bapup
forbade us 10 refer 10 anyone mn terms of religion as Mushims
Hindu or Stkh but just s buman betngs  He smd one day that
he sometumies prtsed those who committed 2ct3 of violence—he
edvised some women 1n 2 willage that they should sooner take
thesr ftves with thasr own hands than surrendes thesr honour

You must have gone (o muany places  sad Snram, not having
anything else to sty

Yes forabouts year I have been with Mahatmap  He was at
first unwillng to take me to al those places but I bothered hum
agun and again after T was seleased from jad 1 don t know how
many wilages I have seen. We followed the Master through
burning vitlages  Of course, anythung mught have happened 1o
us anywhere  Thete were g few plices where they showed
thesr anget cven agunst Mshatmap  They held up placards
threatenung Bapu < Iife unless he turned back and Jeft them
But 1n such places he stayed longer than in other places  And
ufumately he heid hus ground

Were you 8t zay tume in danger?

Of what? Ofbetng lted? Yes but Mat
had advmed women as a fast sesort to take ther hves wih
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their own hands rather than surrender their honour There
was no sense of fear where Mshatmap was But of any
ixl;xc::pccted thing happened, I was always prepared to end my

e

No, no,” said Sriram hornfied

It seemed quite a natural thing to do 1n those places, where
one saw burning homes, cluldren orphaned, men llled, and
women carried away I felt we were 1n some other country
My specual charge were chudren wherever I saw them I
gathered them and brought them here  All those children you
saw here, we dont know anythingsboutthem They escaped
death, somehow, that’s where providence has shown 1ts presence
They are all gathered from various villages 1 Bengal and Bihar
We had more, but some were re clamed i Caleutta stself  But
the ones we have pow with us, we don t know anything about
them If their parents arc alive, they will know they are here and
come for them otherwise we will bnng them up  We have
collected toys and clothes for them  Don t ask v hether they are
Mushm children or Hindu children or v ho they are  Itis no use
ashung that, we dont know  We have given them ondy the
names of flowers and birds ~ Bapup said once thateven 2 number
would be better than a name, 1f a name meant branding & man as
of thus relipion or that  You see one chuld was called Malkus,
that s a melody 2 gurl s known as Gulsb, that s arese  These
children must grow up only as human beings *

Sniram shivered a hule, and Bharau said, 111 give vou some
warm clothes and blanlets out of what we have collected for
refugees  For this purpose, well count you as a refugee, no
harm in that’  She Jaughed shghtly He was frnghtened of
her  She seemed too masmficent 1o be lus wife.  You now
understand why I could not talk 1o Mzhaimayp sbou our own
affas It would have been <acnlegious  Even so, I mentiored
you to hum one d1y 1n a village in Bengal  He was 2bout to say
somnething when someone dasked in erying that be had been
stabbed, and then another ume in Calcunta 1 wus tellmg bim
about you, and he asked wlen you were comreg out of al, 1t
was fateat mpht 1 had wanted for ca oppe tumity when there
would be no one about, and suddenly <ome tig men, run sters
of tte place ard otl e, amiud for u-gent consultation T
never rot 8 chance epn

Will he remember me ¢
‘He rever forpets anvon Tl ittbeumewas
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“Tomorrow let us go together and see fum at Bula House and
1f there 15 an opportunity we shall ask hum together
If he says na? asked the anxious lover with a shudder
Bharatt rose saying I will send you the blankets 1n a minute

§

Next sfternoon Snram  before setting out for Bizla House
ndied humself looked tato 8 muror snd sudd nly decided thar
he was probaly looking too smart for the oceaston ~ He rumpled
tus hair 2 lntle s mund was buzzing with numerous doubts
Bharau had gone ahead to atrange an interview with the Mahatma
She had left a guide behund to conduct lum to Birla House
He picked out 2 khaddar shurt and vest wrapped a shawl round hus
shoulder aad satsficd fumself that he looked usostentatious
His greatest fear was that Mahatmay would be reduced to saying

Marry you? Bharat marrying youl’ Begone you presump~
tzous worm!

Bharau took charge of lum at the gate of Buls House She
sud  He s terribly busy but he wall see us both for 8 moment
He knows we wish to see fum urgently A Int of people were
going m 2nd out people 1n khads and white cap foreign corres
pond n Ex dress gnd were passing on the
drive  Stram was blind to fus surrovndings  He asked Bharats

If he asks me about anythung whatshall T say?
Sfy anything he will not mund st as long as you speak the

Snram wes amazed at the ease with which she moved about
theplace  He was confirmed 1n his view that she svas 1oo good for
him that he was not nght 1o expect her to become hus wafe
Al kinds of people stopped to have 4 word with her  She spoke
Enghsh Tamut Hindi Urdu and God knew what else  She
spoke with preat ease to men women young boys and old men
of all natonalitres  She had a smile or a word for eseryone

Whata lotof peopleyouknow!  Sriram sasd wath adruration
She acknowledged the compliment with & smile that charmed

Yes but I dont know the names of most of them  she sad.
They went through the drrve and the garden
What & mansion! he ened  They had 10 speak mechanical
il both of them were preoccupied with one thought the
wmpending 1aterview with the Mahatma  If he sad  Yes
what shoutd they do pext? To Snram it was enarely ua
143



behevable It meant that he needa’t dwell 1 a separate hut,
that he could touch her, tzke her, he would have nghts over her
person, and he could always be with her  He took her aside on
the lawn

Just a moment, Bharan,” he whispered, if Bapu permuts us
to marry, shall we go through it 1mmediately

Her breath blew on hum warmly as she whispered Yes,
without doubt.’

‘How could we do 1t immediately > How could we make the
necessary arrangements > he ashed

What arrangements > Are we goiog to have pipes and drums
and a dowry and feasts? she ashed

‘Don’t we have to buy flowers at east®> Where am I to buy
them 1 this place® I dont know anyone I dont know my
way about  How can I ask the bnide to undertake all this for me ®
If only 1t were Malgudy, 1nstead of Delly, you would hase seen
what I would do’

Don’t worry about all that  Bapuhimself wall tellus whattodo’

They crossed 8 small stretch of ground on which already
some people were situng There was a dais at one end

This 15 where Bapu holds lus evening prajers every das,’
she said

She cntered the maun budding through the back  They
reached a small verands, crossed a pass.ge and stopped just ten
yards from a window She hushed her voice 2nd pointed
through the window “Therc he1s' There he sat wath spectacles
on his nose, with hs legs folded under im  He weas carnestly
Iisteing to the 1alk of two people situng with i Th.ts
Nehru, thats Patel,’ the gl whispered  There were 2 number
of others also 1n the room—very busymen We must not disturb
them,’ she whispered, and flattened herself agamnst the wall
Snram followed her etample The men inside were wmlking
m Jow whispere  Someone came out of the room and smuled
at Bharau Bharatt told her som~thing in Hinds

‘She 1s Bapu’s grand niece, she looks after furt’

‘Wont they mind our beng here?  Snrm asled  Thev
scem to be talking over impo-tant thines’

‘But Bapu hes asked me to wat here for lum and take a cha~ce
'l peep 1 at the night moment and show m, face at the winden
e will call me 1n, or he mav come out for 2 moneat’

‘}{ tremble at the thougt tof his comrg out!  Sarsm
10 her
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Thus 15 the only way we can have a word with Bapn Hens
always busy and surrounded by people
He 1z looang somewhst weak  Snram ventured pecping
through the window for a moment
Yes tus last fast has completely fatigued um  Somenmes
he lay there without moving unconscious  She stopped talking
as 2 couple of gurks passed 8 with & shorthand notebook
and pencd hurned off A lwvened government house servant
went 1 branng a glass of water
Secing all this Srram wanted to postpone hus meeting with
Gandhi Should we disturb fum today?  He may not be free
Heisalways busy  Thisistheway  He has told me to wait
for hum and meet hum today I just told hira that you were here
and he sald  Brng hun along foday Sometime tomorraw
Bapup you are busv today’ 1sa1d knowing that he was going to
have important conferences with the Pnime Minuster and others
[ mean today he h d He even wnd spot
where we should wart  He sasd when he had a moment to spare
he would see us
1 know you are wasting there come in come 1 with your
friend came Mahatmaps voice  You may come now all the
dreadfidly serious businers 1 hie 18 over Come come my
daughter
Thatis Bapu smd Bharat clutchung Sriram s hand and lead
ing fum His heart palpitated  Just before stepping into the
toom she whispered Be natural and teuthful ~ And tell um
about the marnage
Yes yes Snram gulped  Thev stepped in
‘The Mahatma was seated on the floor  He looked up from a
paper  Bharau brought her palms together and saluted Sriram
sad  Namase Oh hevered Master!  The Mahatma returned
therr satutations with s smile  He indicated a place near lum
and sad Come and be seated here 1 have postponed mecting
youtoofong Now teli me about youtself Bharau I hope your
chuldren are flounshin  you are & mother to thirty already what
3 blessing!
Yes Bapu shesud  Theyare all fine  There was a lntle
(Ane who was down with a cold that hittde guel whom you named
fuar
Oh yes I remember her you know what Amar means
pomepranate bud  what & beauty! God reveals himself to
ut1n the shape of chuldren T have collected a Tot of frust today
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you know the fuss pcople make when I fast they always scem to
think that 1t must always be followed by a feast! Well, I have
kept them for you take them to the litle ones and Iet them enjoy
the feast’ He wndicated 1n a corner a heap of brght oranges

‘And don’t forget to take them the flowers too® The Mahatma
now turned to Sriram  Now tell me about yourself’ Snram
hesitated for a moment  ‘What have you been doing 1n your
part of the world 2

“They hept me 1n prison tll a week ago,” he sad

‘Why, didn ¢t they rclease you carhier?’ Gandhi sad

‘I was awarded an ordinary scntence,” he replied, putung
nto 1t all the poignancy he felt at the thought

‘That’s very good What did you do?

Snram hesitated for 8 moment and remembered Bharau’s
injunction to be truthful  He said, ‘Tor some ume I preached
“Quut India , but later I was over turming trains and—"'

Mahatmay looked grave ‘You haie done many wrong
thmgs' It’s no comfort to think that worse thungs have happened
since

‘Bharat1 went away to jail, and there was no one who could
tell me what to do no one who could show me the nght way *

“That 1s an excellent confession,” Mahatmayn said with 2 snule
“Yes, the mistake was hers 1n leaving you behund ’

No, sad Smram  The mustale was mune I refused to go
with her to the jml, when she told me sbout 1t’

‘Indecd, 1s that so, Bharaui?

‘Yes, Bapu, he said he wage——

“Very well, when all this stress 1s over, you wall tell me 1n detail
all you have done as a polical worker and we will deaide what
we should do’ He laughed  We will hear sf there has been
anything so serious as to warrant mv foing on a fast agun Do
you know how well a fast can punfy ?

‘T will fast 1f v ou o=der me to,’ Sriram said

‘I hope you have done no hun~ to warrant st We will go
into the question late-

If 1t 1s deaded, 111 be prepared to po throurh a fa t myself”
Bharat added her face all flushed ard red

You! sud Mahatmap for vour fniend!

\t this point at the farthest end of the hall <om~one
moving  The Mahatma said  There 1s mv consaence #



dangling 2 watch tellng me 1t 15 tiume to get up He held
five fingers and satd  Guve us five minutes more  He turned
his visitors I m sorry Thave to leave you in five minutes A
people must have assembled on the prayer ground T
you hear their voices?  Sriram was seized with anxiety at
thought of ime runmingout  Every minute counted A
even as he was thinking he was losing precious moments C
three and 8 half runutes more  He must speak before the
was dangled agmn  He threw a side-glance at Bharatt 1
hope that she mught at least seize the precious hour But
turned on hum what seemed to hum a look of silent appeal
Mabatma kept Jooking at them with an amused look €
suddenly heard lumself saying We are warting for your
permission to marry

Mahatmay looked from one to the other with joy Do
like each other so much?
Sriram burst out I ve waited for five years thunking
else

‘What about you Bharatt you are saymg nothing

Bharat: bowed her head and flushed and fidgeted

Ah that 15 a sign of a dunful bpde  said the Mahatma
asked Does thss silence mean yes?  Snram looked at her
bated breath  Mahatmayt observed her for a moment and
She d be a very unbecomng bride who spoke ker mind alc
Good good God bless you When 15 the happy
tomorrow ?

Yes 1f you bless us so

Very well Tomorrow mormng the first thing T will do
that 1 wll be your priest if youdontmind  Ivebeena
neglectful father 11l come and present the bnde T
the very first thing other engegements only after that
already have here all the fruits and flowers ready and so
all you can t say I have been very neglectful.

W hen the man with the watch appeared again the
sud Im ready for you He rose to Jus feet  Snram
Bharat also got up The Mahatma said  You have already
hom= wath thirty children  May you be their father
He went nto 2n ante-chamber and came out after &
Bharats waited at the door for bum  He passed her with he,
on the floor Bharau followed him out with Snram
tetund her

Mahatmap suddenly stopped furned round and said ©
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T have a feeling that I may not attend your wedding tomorrow
mormng ’

Why? Why, Bapu?’ she asked

‘I don’t know  His voice trailed away I seem to have been
too rash 1n promusing to officiate as your priest

Bapu, without you—

“Tut, tuty sud Gandhi  “You don’t have to say all that I
want to be there very much, but I don’t know  If God walls 1t I
shallcome  Otherwise, know my blessing 1s always on you both
Anyway you are not to put off your marriage for any reason,
remember,” he said, with a new command in his voice, and
Bharats replied, “Yes, Bapu’

The Mahatma patted her back, threw a smule at Sniram, and
hurried down the passage  He walked leanung on the shoulder
of his granddsughter Snram and Bharau followed, thar
heads full of their plans Mahatmap took out huis watch and
sard, T hate to be late

As they stepped on to the lawn, Bharats said to Sriram, Let as
attend the prayer today  There 1s a place for two of us®  They
stepped aside

As the Mahatmay approached the das, the enure assembly
got up At this moment a man pushed himself ahead of the
assembly, brustung ggainst Bharat, and Snirem cried petulantly,
‘Why do you push ike that ¢ Unhecding, the man went forward

‘I'm sorry to be Iate today,” murmured the Mahatma  The
man stood before the Mahatma and brought his palms together
in a reverental salute  Mahatma Gandhi returned st The
man tried to step forward again  Mahatmap s granddaughter
said, Tahke your seat,’ and tned to push him nto hne  The
man nearly knocked the girl down, and took a revolser out of
hus pocket  As the Mahatma w, gbout to step on the dass, the
man 1ok am snd fired  Two more shots rang out  The
Mahatma fell on tle dus  He was dead 1n & few seconds
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